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The Company You Keep

The first time I talked to Sam Gilly he was "bent over a toilet in
the church bathroom, bent over so when I came in I thought sure he was
puking his guts.

Then I smelled the chlorine and saw it was Sam in his

rubber gloves, pink, swishing around in the toilet with a raggedy
yellow-grey sponge. I unzipped and took a stance at the first of three
shiny urinals, feeling a slow guilt crawling on the back of my neck,
the guilt of one defiling, of making dirty what another made clean.
Sam grunted and straightened up, then snapped the gloves off his
hands. He walked my way and took the urinal beside me, his look crawl
ing up and down my side.
"Good clean toilets, Mr. Gilly," I said, trying to sound comfort
able. I could never figure why a man would take the close urinal when
there was another to choose from.
"Passable," he said. "You're Erickson's boy, aren't you?"
"Yessir, Mr. Gilly, Walter Erickson's my Dad," I said, proud to be
known. His eyes clutched out at me. I smiled weakly, trying to hurry
up and get it done with. He squinted like a janitor who cares about
his work, looking for that one last spot.
"You cam call me Sam," he said as I turned to go, his words catch
ing me like a rope. I stood there while he finished and zipped up. He
raked me up and down with that squinty janitor's eye.
"Your daddy has the presence, boy," he blurted out. "The presence
of the Holy God. He don't hardly ruffle the carpet he walks on, like
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he's walking one inch closer to heaven than us mortal folks."
I'd never seen anything like my Dad floating off the ground,
though I did guess he was well enough liked by most folks. I thought
about being younger, walking at his hip, the crowds after church parting
like the Red Sea for Moses himself. "Aren't you proud to be the son of
your daddy?" my third grade Sunday School teacher used to say, her
wrinkled nose squinching up and down over me like she was sniffing a
flower. I wasn't sure what it was Dad had done to get admiration; he
was a lawyer, not a preacher. But he got it all right, and I imagined
the day a room would quiet for me the way a room quieted when my Dad
would speak.
"Yessir, Mr. Gilly. I guess my Dad is a good enough man."
"He's got the presence, boy. The presence of the Holy God.
watch."

You

He turned to go, then stepped back in a circle. "You can call

me Sam," he said, snapping his gloves over bleached out hands. "You
can call me Sam."

It might be that it's just what you expect that makes you see
things a certain way, but one thing's sure, I watched for three weeks
and never saw Dad do anything but leave tread in the carpet like anyone
half-normal ought to do.

And I watched Mr. Gilly those weeks too.

You

didn't notice Mr. Gilly in the church like you noticed regular folks.
He faded into walls and was always coming in and out of bathrooms and
storage closets.

Even on Sundays he'd tangle with a closet full of

mops and pails, looking a little tied up in a suit, looking like he was
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just waiting for life to get back to the normal course of cleaning
things up.

My friends and I laughed about him a little. We called him

the White Tornado.
I noticed Sam Gilly now, haunting around the carpet prints my
Dad left. I half-expected some day he'd take out a ruler and start
measuring just how far off the floor my Dad was floating. I watched
him in Dad's Sunday School class sometimes. Mr. Gilly would sit and
nod, laughing at my Dad's little jokes, getting grim and serious when
Dad got grim and serious.

Sometimes he jerked back and clapped his

hands, the clap an almost soundless thud, his skin white and mushy from
chlorine and toilet water.

Dad could be a pretty good speaker and it

gave me a kick to see Mr. Gilly like it so much, even if he could be
distracting.
He took to sitting next to me in church service, smiling and elbow
ing me after he'd wedged his way onto the half-foot of wooden pew that
might be left, elbowing me like he wanted to let me know he'd shown up,
like I wouldn't know anyway. Mom asked me about it one day while we
sat down to lunch.
"I don't know. Guess he just wants to be friendly," I said.
"Well, I think it's nice you're friendly with Sam. He's just one
lonely old man. His wife dead and his daughter like she is. He's just
a little off is all."

Mom was big on being friends with the lonely.

She made a point of sending candy to the school for the mentally handi
capped, saying she just couldn't understand how God could deprive others
when He'd blessed us so much.
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"You think Mr. Gilly's a little off?" I asked after we prayed
together for the food.

There was a story or two I had half-heard about

Sam Gilly.
"I'd say he's a little off," Dad said. "Of course, I'm no psych
ologist so I couldn't say what it is exactly. But it's nothing that
keeps him from being a decent Christian man."
"I'd say he needs to go to the looney bin," my sister said.
was eleven.

She

At that age, as my parents would say it.

"Now, Carol, you shouldn't talk like that," Dad said, sipping his
soup. "He's some off, but only a little.

And that not much when you

think of his wife dying and his daughter like she is. He's no candidate
for a home."
"No, I wouldn't say that," Mom said. "He's only a little off."
ftHe

does good work," Dad said. "I expect there's no cleaner bath

rooms than Sam's."
"I did see he left the altar dusty this week," Mom said.
big on cleaning too.

Mom was

She could know people in a second by the way they

kept things. It was the one thing we argued on, my room making her
always ask if I wanted people thinking we were pigs.
"I think he's ready for the looney bin," my sister said.
"What's his daughter done?" I asked.

There was a short quiet and I

saw Mom glance at Dad and then at Carol. I guessed it was one of the
sex things they were careful about mentioning.
"Well," Dad began, clearing his throat and setting his soup spoon
down, "she was abused a few years back, just after she married. Not by
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her husband.

Some other men."

"You mean she got raped?" my sister asked. I bit down on a grin.
Mom coughed.

My sister doesn't let much pass, even at the table.

"Well, yes," Dad said.
"A girl in school got raped last month," my sister said.
"Carol," Mom said. Her face was red and I tried hard not to laugh.
"Juliette said she wanted it. Did Mr. Gilly's daughter want it?"
"That's enough, Carol," Mom said. "Of course she didn't want it."
"Anyway," Dad said, "Sue went a little off herself. Nothing bad,
but Sam couldn't care for her really. Her husband left when she started
going off.

No sense of responsibility."

Dad was big on responsibility.
"Sam'd come back from church and the house would be a wreck.

She'd

throw plates around the room and such. So I helped him get her in a
home outside Norman. Not the state hospital.

A sort of half-way

house."
"And I think it's nice you're friendly with Sam," Mom said to me.
"He's such a lonely old man.

And he's only a little off."

Carol asked why any girl would want it and Mom started talking
about her garden club meeting.

I gnawed on a BLT sandwich, thinking of

Sam Gilly's daughter slinging plates across the room like some Kung Fu
fighter gone berserk.

Mom may have thought it was friendly, but if it was friendly, it
was mostly on Mr. Gilly's side.

It was like he looked for me, like some
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wallflower looking for a dance, clawing up to me with a grin, stooped
over and pitiful-looking. I knew the verses — do unto others, visit
the sick and whatever — so I did my best by whatever God wanted.
Besides, I figured if Dad had helped him out I may as well keep things
going. I made sure to say hello when I saw him in the bathrooms and I
didn't make anything of it when he came pushing in to sit next to me,
even though my friends would jab me in the ribs and snicker behind their
hymn books.

Once he asked and I helped him carry some garbage to the

dumpster, figuring it was the only Christian thing to do.
Once, after I gave Mr. Gilly a half stick of gum I had left, he
told me how he'd got stuck in a cave in Korea for two days with nothing
to eat but a Hershey bar and three sticks of Juicy Fruit gum. Mr. Gilly
could tell some pretty good stories those times I'd stand in the bath
room long enough to listen. He did go on, but I figured all things
considered with his being off, he wasn't all bad.
Come February the church planned a Valentine's Day party and I
asked Teilah Jackson — a new girl in church, her Dad being transferred
just south of Oklahoma City with the Air Force. We stood in line wait
ing for pizza and cherry kool-aid and cookies with red icing.

The

church basement was done up in red streamers, and I felt half-proud and
half-silly.

Teilah wore a white dress with red ribbons and all my

friends were winking and pointing behind her back. I was trying to be
serious and started talking with Teilah about what she was going to do
with her life, feeling angry with my friends, thinking they were acting
half their age.

-
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I saw Mr. Gilly leaning up against the wall beside a trash can. I
ducked my eyes, suddenly ashamed of something, but there wasn't any way
around it.
"Yo!

The line pushed us down.
Robert E!"

Robert E. was what he called me. Heads turned.

Mr. Gilly pushed past the couple in front of us and we had to stop
beside the kool-aid.
"Howdy-howdy!

My, my, myI

All fine and fancy tonight," he said,

gripping my elbow and reaching up like he wanted to straighten my tie.
I pushed his hand away, knowing I was no little kid and he sure wasn't
my Dad.

Teilah*s left eye squinched down in confusion.

"Uh . . .Hi, Sam. Happy Valentine's Day."
"And who's this little lady? Pretty as a picture.
ribbons.

Tied up in

My, my, my."

"Sam, this is Teilah.

She's new in church. Sam's the church

janitor." I pushed past Sam, between him and Teilah, reaching for a
white styrofoam cup.

Teilah said hello as I took some extra time

filling my cup, thinking to keep them apart since Sam might blow my
chance. He kept bobbing and weaving to get a look at her, looking like
a boxer trying to find his range. I felt like shoving him off, wishing
he had half the sense a normal person might.
Then Mr. Gilly had his arm around me and I was trying hard not to
slop cherry punch on myself and everyone else.

Teilah bit her lower

lip, pulling down a grin. Now I knew I had blown my chance.
"Well, little lady, I expect this here's about as good a boy as a
man could find.

Or a lady too," he said, winking at Teilah. He had
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his other arm around me now in a loose hug, getting tighter.

Over his

head I saw two of my friends waving and pointing, trying to get my
attention, laughing. Just then Mr. Gilly pulled on me and cherry koolaid sloshed out onto the floor.
"You crazy?" I blurted out.

Sam pulled back a little, keeping one

arm on my shoulder. He looked a little hurt and confused. I felt halfbad, like you do when you step on a dog without meaning it. I reached
out and patted him awkwardly on the back.
"Gotta go now," I said.
"So you're the janitor's helper," Teilah said while we walked
towards a table.
"He's a little off," I said.
"Mmm," Teilah said, biting down on a grin.

Soon enough all the church kids were calling me the janitor's
helper.

Then White Tornado Jr. I took to hiding, sliding around

corners a little quicker, avoiding bathrooms. I'd peer out from around
doorframes, watching him shadow my Dad, watching Dad reach out and pat
him on the back.

Sam took to going up to Teilah, talking to her,

putting his arm around her, sliding that mushy white hand on her
shoulder. It made me hot to see that, mostly since all the time he was
there I didn't dare go up myself. I wished he would keep his hands off
her though, knowing that hand dug around in toilets and urinals all
week.
One Saturday after I had been at Teilah's to talk and other things,
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I walked into the Humpty Dumpty grocery store, looking for some stuff
Mom wanted for dinner. Just past the tuna fish display, I pulled up
short, shrinking up against the green and "blue tin cans.
Mr. Gilly stood just down the aisle in front of the painty-hose
display, reaching out and fingering the plastic eggs the panty-hose were
kept in. He talked slow and dream-like.
"Yes, dear," he was saying, "I'm sorry. If I could've done some
thing. If I could've . . . You're right, of course."
I decided Mr. Gilly was more than a little off. He looked like a
shriveled crow standing there with bent back, his one claw out on the
display. I wondered what kind of pervert he might be and I guessed his
daughter wasn't the only one that needed to be locked up. I thought of
Teilah and then I thought of Mr. Gilly running his hands on her, lurking
around in those shadowy storage closets, waiting. Just waiting. And
everyone thought church was the safe place to be, where perverts
couldn't hang out.

The thought made me shiver a little.

People pushed their shopping carts out in a U to get on the other
side of the aisle.

A floor manager walked up.

"Sam?" he said, wiping his hands on his apron. "Sam, I'm going to
have to ask you to move on.

If it was up to me I'd let you stay and

talk, but it bothers people. It bothers people, Sam."
Mr. Gilly nodded, then picked up a package of panty-hose and
shuffled towards the registers. I left my basket in the aisle and
chased after the manager, full of that same shivery feeling.
"Hey. Hey!" I called, half-running up behind him.

He turned.
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"Hey, does he do that all the time?
"Sam?

Yeah, once a week or so.

Mr. Gilly hack there."
Just comes and talks and paws at

the panty-hose."
"Why?"
"Who knows," the manager said, shrugging. "We let him stay a
while. Doesn't hurt anyone I guess.

And he always buys a pair anyway."

"He buys a pair every week?"
"Mostly," the manager said, nodding. "You could say he's good for
business. I've had people come in asking for him. An attraction." The
manager paused and grinned. "His wife must go through an awful lot of
hose.

Either that or he needs the conversation."

I watched him turn and saunter down the aisle, laughing a little to
himself. I thought of Sam Gilly with fifty-two pair of panty-hose a
year, a house full of plastic eggs.

Panty-hose and plastic eggs, and

him sitting in the middle of them, patting his hands together and cack
ling like an old hen, like an old crazy man.

The next morning I sat in on Dad's Sunday School class, the class
for the older middle-aged type of people. I snuck in the back quick
and quiet to avoid being noticed. Mr. Gilly's balding head was hunkered
down between Mr. Welter and Mr. Harrigan, nodding hard at Dad's talk.
Then, near the end, Dad announced that the pastor had asked him to
preach that coming Wednesday night at the prayer meeting, and would we
all be praying for him since he'd never really done it before.
It was like an electric charge had run straight out of Dad's mouth,
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shooting through the floor and up the legs of Mr. Gilly*s folding metal
chair.

He jumped up with something that was like a little whoop and he

clapped his hands three or four times. Mr. Welter pulled Mr. Gilly "back
into his chair.

The people started chuckling. Dad was turning red.

"Thank you, Sam," he said. "I expect if there were more folks like
Sam around I might even think of running for mayor of Oklahoma City."
"You do it Walter," Mr. Gilly shouted back. "I'll vote for you.
You got my vote any old day of the week."
ingly on the shoulder.

Mr. Welter patted him sooth

The people chuckled a little, and Dad coughed

before closing in prayer. His face was still a little red and I wished
someone had a way of keeping the clamps on Mr. Gilly.

Dad liked things

to go smooth.
After service I went up to Dad.
"So you're preaching?" I said.
"I guess so. Pastor's out of town."
"Can you do that? Preach?"
Dad laughed at me. "I expect so," he said. "I guess we'll find
out, won't we?" I felt good thinking of him in the pulpit.

Mom said

once he'd always wanted to be a preacher anyway. Just then a hand at my
elbow pulled me around. Mr. Gilly's face, grey and rubbery looking,
wrinkled up at me in a big smile.
"You hear your Daddy's going to preach?"
"Yeah, I hear," I said, feeling a little peeved that I hadn't kept
my guard up.
"He'll bring in the presence of the Lord, won't you Walter?"
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Dad was grinning.
"Ch, I don't know that you should count on much, Sam. If God
blesses."
"Why, it will be Samson with the jawbone of an ass, smite his
thousands and tens of thousandsI" Sam had a hand on my father now too
and I could just tell he was on the verge of wrapping us both in a big
bear hug.

The thought made me panicky, wondering what kind of pervert

might be running up and giving hugs to other men. His hand felt slimy
on my shoulder.
"The presence of God Almighty.
I tell you.

Samson and the jawbone of an ass,

A jawbone of an ass!"

He was rocking from his heels to his toes and nearly shouting.
Folks going by heard Mr. Gilly using the word "ass" and started staring,
wondering at what was going on.
He patted me on the back and then headed out with a little skip in
his stride, like he had just heard news of the second coming of Jesus
himself. Dad grinned at me and gave a quick, sly wink, and I could see
he was holding back a laugh. Ihe wink and the laugh made me feel
strange, and not exactly good.

Ihe way it feels when someone tells a

nigger joke; you know it's funny and you laugh anyway, even though
somehow you know you shouldn't be laughing. I felt sorry for Sam a
little. I laughed and winked back.

Wednesday night Mom, Carol, and I sat two rows back so we could get
a good view of Dad on the platform. He grinned and talked with the
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music director while folks filed in.
After two hymns and three prayer choruses, Dad asked Sister
Shepherd, one of the old prayer warriors in the church, to come and open
the meeting in prayer. I heard a scuffling at the far end of the pew.
Sam Gilly sat at the end of the long, polished, yellow-brown slab of
wood, materialized there like a ghost in a bad dream.

Like he knew I

was looking, he turned his head real slow and winked, then turned face
forward again, slow. I shook my head, hoping he would disappear.
He started sliding down, his body leaning over and his pale right
hand reaching out to grab a hunk of pew, his hips coming first and his
legs curling up after, like he was doing the sidestroke, swimming down
after me. He nudged me in the side.
"How you been, boy? Wouldn't have missed this for the world."
Sister Shepherd let the flow of her prayer get jumbled, and while
she kept going, I could see her looking at me from the slits of her
eyes.

Mr. Gilly had an embarrassing way of talking too loud.

"Lord, Sister Shep does go on doesn't she? Galls down the power of
Almighty God."
Sister Shepherd cleared her throat and harrumphed a little in the
middle of her prayer. She was a big woman that called people into the
awareness of God. She harrumphed again, and I saw her eyes flickering
my way. I made sure to turn and glare at Mr. Gilly.
and I couldn't tell if he was praying or going crazy.

He was muttering,
For all I knew he

talked to pews like he talked to panty-hose.
Sister Shepherd said her "Amen" and glared over at Mr. Gilly and me
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as she shuffled towards her seat, laying her eyes across us like a whip.
I made sure to turn and glare at Mr. Gilly too, just so people would
know it wasn't my doing.
Dad started in on his sermon, reading the first part of the book of
Job.

At first he was a little stiff, standing in the pulpit and holding

onto the sides, but then he loosened up.

You could see he was enjoying

himself. I was glad. I sat up a little straighter.
Mr. Gilly was smiling now and tapping the tips of his fingers
together. I kept waiting for him to start clapping his hands together.
Once Dad raised his hand in the air and jabbed out with his finger. Mr.
Gilly nudged me hard, twice, with his elbow.
"Lord God, he's going now," he muttered. "Good Lord God." I
nodded and smiled stiffly, keeping my face forward, hoping Mr. Gilly
wouldn't ruin things now like it seemed he always managed to do.
About then there was a scuffling at the back of the church and I
heard the door swing open. Dad hitched in mid-sentence, then made his
stride again.

There was some snickering. Mr. Gilly whirled around in

his seat, then whirled back.
"Punks," he hissed. "Fool college punks."
I edged my head around slow, not wanting to make a commotion.
There were three, one older with a beard and two younger, about my age
or a little more, all three snickering and whispering things to one
another. One of the younger ones, with blond hair, was sort of pale and
holding his stomach like he didn't feel too good. I had seen him
before. He had come to Sunday School twice or three times the fall
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before, but he just dropped out. He sat at the back, ducking his head
around and looking up from under his eyebrows, like he didn't want to be
noticed.
"And it's here that we're reminded of the compassion Jesus had for
the poor and broken-hearted," Dad said, trying to keep going.
"Haw!"
It was loud. Mr. Gilly jerked around and glared towards the back,
kept glaring for what was longer than could be comfortable.
Dad coughed and shuffled his notes, like he was looking for where
this part was supposed to come in. I felt a little anxious for him, not
sure of what to do. He liked things to go smooth.
"For the poor and broken-hearted," he said again., his index finger
following the words on his note cards.
"Haw! Haw!"
Mr. Gilly jerked around.
"Shut up you goddamned punks!" His jaw worked and a little bubble
of saliva spewed out and hit me in the corner of the eye.

I turned just

in time to see the older one give Mr. Gilly the finger. Mom sat up
straight in the pew, her lips white, her mouth pinching in at the
corners.

Carol stared open-mouthed at Mr. Gilly and I thought I heard

her mutter something about the looney bin.
"Shhh.
him calm.

Hush up now," I whispered to him, hissing, trying to keep

Dad looked a little pale in the pulpit. I wished he would do

something.
Mr. Gilly's jaw kept working, the muscle by his ear bulging out,
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his rubbery face getting mottled.

"We could take 'em. We could take

them easy," he said to no one in particular. "Kick them right out."
"You gone crazy?" I hissed again. "You can't go picking fights in
church." I ignored my sister's elbow pounding into my ribs.

Mr. Gilly

turned and glared at me, then settled back in his seat without a word.
I felt bad for him, being off and lost in a foolishness that could only
make life worse.
Dad finished up his sermon and started an altar call while the
pianist started playing "What a Friend We Have in Jesus."
They were the first ones down, the bearded one flanked by the blond
still holding his stomach, and another with a wisp of what was trying to
be a moustache.

All three were sort of grinning when they trotted by

and I got a whiff of beer and smoke.

The blond one who I knew glanced

my way, but looked off before I had a chance to give the hard look I had
stored up.

They knelt at the altar rail where sinners went to be saved,

elbows planted on the rail and hands squeezed together.
Dad's face set hard. His eyes squinted. I thought maybe he was
going to do something at last. The congregation finished the hymn and I
could hear hymn books slapping closed, leaving a dead silence behind.
Dad coughed. I felt sorry for him, and a little afraid.
"If there's any that would pray with these — uh — that have come
to the altar, please come down and join us now," he said.
I heard a shuffling and saw Sister Shepherd waddling up to the
front real quick for a woman as big and old as.she was.
Then Carol.

Then Mr. Gilly.

Then Mom went.

Then me, not wanting to be left out,
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figuring that something was "bound to happen.
A little crowd gathered around the three, and I could see by their
reddish eyes and rubbery smiles they were drunk. Sister Shepherd
planted herself in front of the bearded one. I knelt down too, a couple
of feet off from Sister Shepherd, watching out of the corner of my eye.
Sister Shepherd had one hand up in the air and the other slapping on the
altar, her prayers starting to rumble.

The one drunk with the wispy

moustache was on the far side and he kept snickering and elbowing the
blond, who had knelt in the middle.

A long slow smile kept breaking out

over the blond's face as he pretended to pray.
I figured he must have really gone bad. I thought how Mom always
said it was the company you kept that would make or break you and that
Satan didn't need demons since bad friends were enough. I thought about
the hours that week Dad had spent praying and preparing.
had all looked forward to it.

About how we

And now it was ruined. I couldn't even

think now what Dad had spoken on, and if that wasn't a work of Satan
then I guessed nothing was.

I looked over at the bearded one with a

little shiver of holy anger, thinking Mr. Gilly was probably only halfwrong in wanting to kick them out.
"Oh Lawwrd! Be merciful on me a sinner!" the bearded one shouted,
raising his hands up in the air and waving them around a little.
"Oh Lord. Oh Lord Gaawd! I can't stand this," the moustached one
kept saying, leaning over into the blond with little tears of laughter
bursting out the corners of his eyes. The church went quiet; even
Sister Shepherd wasn't praying anymore. It was one thing to smile and
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laugh in church, and another to mock God.
Sister Shepherd leaned over and put a hand on the bearded one's
shoulder.
"Son, is there something I can do for you," Sister Shepherd asked.
"You can tell them to get out before I kick their tails out!"
Gilly said. He and Dad stood just behind Sister Shepherd.
patting him on the back.

Mr.

Dad was

Mr. Gilly's one hand jabbed out into the air

and the other opened and closed into a tiny cauliflower fist. I stood
up beside them now, shaking my head at him a little, trying to quiet
him.

You didn't yell in church and you didn't pick fights unless you

were a fool with no sense.
The bearded one looked at Sam for a long second, a little smile on
his face. I thought he might take up and plaster Sam right there, and I
couldn't say I blamed him any, even if Sam was in the right.

Then he

reached out a hand and put it on Sister Shepherd's shoulder. They knelt
there like two wrestlers ready to go at it.
"Honey," he said, "what ;do you mean by that exactly?"
"I mean, what is the reason you came down here tonight?" she asked,
flushing at being called "honey" by a man her grandson's age. It seemed
funny, Sister Shepherd looking almost bashful.
"Well, there was one thing, I guess, that I've been thinking."
"And what was that?"
The man bowed his head for a second, the two of them still locked
in a wrestler's grip. He leaned over a little closer, and she leaned
into him until they were nearly touching forehead to forehead.
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"Baby," he said. "It's just that . . . it's just that . . . well,
you see, a man like me has always gone for the older girls."
The moustached one fell over on the floor with a hoot, clapping his
hands. Sister Shepherd pulled back an inch or two, beet red, her mouth
working.
"And what ... is that supposed to mean?" she sputtered.

The

blond held his gut, laughing hard. She was puffing a little now.
"Well, honey," he said, "you mean you haven't known? I've got a
mind to marry you right here and now. Church wedding!" He grabbed
Sister Shepherd at her ears and planted a kiss full on her lips. Her
eyes were open wide, staring around for help.

Before Dad or I could

grab him, Mr. Gilly jumped forward and gave the man a hard shove,
sending him hard on his rear to the floor.
"Get out! Get out! You and all your kind. Get out I'm telling
you! Get out to hell where you belong!"
Dad and I pulled Mr. Gilly back. I was surprised at the strength
in his bony arms and I remembered his daughter. I wondered what Mr.
Gilly could have done a few years back, if he had been there.

The

bearded one got off the floor, a mean look in his eye. I felt a severe
need to find a bathroom.

The other two were still laughing too hard

to see.
It might have been the laughing that did it. He had been pale-ish
before, but now the blond's face went papery white and he started to
moan a little. I heard Mr. Gilly saying something about kicking their
tails out.
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"Oh Christ," the blond said, and he wasn't laughing. He turned a
positive shade of yellow.

After a couple of slow heaves, his body quiv

ering up like it was trying to get rid of itself, the vomit came spewing
out of his mouth like a long, yellowy-green snake, striking Sister Shep
herd in her mounded up old lady breasts. It ran down over her and
settled in a pool in the folds of her dress.

This was more than she

could stand and she swooned forward, her face slapping into the yellowy
liquid that had splattered the altar.
"Sam, go call the police."
Dad had said it, and you knew he'd had all he could stand too.

Mr.

Gilly's jaw hung open. Mom and I heaved Sister Shepherd off the altar
and onto the floor, nearly gagging.
"We could take them.

You and I."

"Call the police, Sam."
"But we could take them.

We could kick their tails out."

"Gilly, go to the office, pick up the phone, and call the police."
I stood up beside Mr. Gilly now, wiping my hands against my jeans.
Dad was hot.

Mr. Gilly stood for a second, looking at Dad.

Then he

started to edge forward.
"Come on, Sam. Let's go call the police," I said, wanting to keep
him from getting in any more trouble than he had already. "Let's take
it easy. Let's go." I took his arm, trying to pull him off towards the
church office. He jerked his arm away.
"Don't need you telling me my business," Sam said, looking at me
with his squinty janitor look.

He looked mean, like he might have found
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some dirty spot that he had missed before. I let him go, feeling a
little cowed. "Don't need nothing from you," he said. "If you won't
help me, damned if I don't do it myself."
He started forward. I saw Dad's hand come up sure and hard in a
long smooth curve, the tack of it catching Mr. Gilly square in the nose.
Mr. Gilly doubled over.

As he came back up, a little stem of blood

sprouted in his left nostril, flowering on his upper lip. I looked up
at Dad, surprised.

My own father had hit a man, in church no less. He

seemed a little surprised himself, and he rubbed the spot where he had
met Mr. Gilly's nose. He looked at me and I thought he shrugged his
shoulders, looking a little helpless. It made me feel a little queasy.
"Sam, go and call the police.

Now. Please," Dad said.

The three stumbled up and I heard the moustached one saying they
hadn't meant anything, saying it had been a dare for a little fun was
all.

They headed towards the door. Sister Shepherd sat up beside the

altar, fanning herself and moaning a little. I stood watching Mr. Gilly
shuffle off through the shag carpet, my hands feeling sticky and
smelling bad. I looked at Dad. It had all been ruined. I felt a
little disgusted with the whole thing, Sam too, thinking how somehow
disaster followed his trail. I walked after him, thinking to wash my
hands.
In the church office, he was setting down the phone.
"Police won't do nothing," he said glancing at me. "Gould have
done it ourselves if there was half a man around to help. Police won't
do nothing. Never have, never do." He was stooped over and crippled
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looking, "but holding his jaw up like a stupid kid who doesn't know
what's enough.

For just a second I wished Dad had really plowed him,

maybe knocked some sense into his fool head.
"You crazy?" I asked. "You crazy or what? You ready to start a
war over some half-fool drunks?"
"It isn't right that they would be making fun, not in the sanctu
ary," he said, keeping his voice low. He stepped past me and started
towards the big closet across the hall.

I trotted after him.

"That guy would have beat you up one side and down the other, with
his little finger.

You are crazy."

"He isn't so tough.

Not with God on my side.

It isn't right."

I stopped for a second, thinking it wasn't exactly fair to bring God
into it. It was hard to argue against God. And he was right after all,
about it not being right. For a second I wondered if I was brave enough
to hit a man for what was right, to risk getting plastered.
He picked up a bucket and started filling it with hot water at the
sink in the closet. The room smelled of stale, dishraggy mops and was
lit by one haiiging bulb that didn't seem to light anything and was too
bright all at once.
"It isn't right," he said again.
"It isn't right, it isn't right," I said, sing-songy, tired of it.
I felt a little frustrated, not having any words to say against some
thing so simple-minded and childish.
"Hand me that soap," he said.
I picked up a bottle of detergent and handed it to him.

He poured
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soap into the bucket as water poured in from the faucet, watching
bubbles rise up and spill over the side.
"That's one thing else," I said. "I'm not any janitor's helper.
I'm not some boy for you to order around and I do it for a favor and
nothing else."
He lifted the bucket out of the sink and set it on the floor, eye
ing me.
"No one said you had to," he said.
"You're right no one said I had to.

I did anyway, didn't I?"

"Yes, you did."
"And look what I get.

You running your hands over my girlfriend

like some pervert. Half my friends snickering around telling stories
about you and me and those crazy panty-hose and your crazy daughter in
the lockup.

Crazy . . . "

I guessed too late that I had gone too far.

My heart thumped and I

felt a dead weight hit my gut. I wasn't talking and he wasn't talking
and there was no sound at all except for the sound of soap bubbles
bursting into the air.
"Sam, I'm sorry ... I didn't mean anything. I didn't."

My hands

felt sticky with vomit.
"Hand me my gloves," he said, motioning towards a cardboard box at
my feet. I picked out the pink rubber gloves and handed them to him.
He mashed first one hand and then the other into them, stretching the
rubber back taut and then letting it go with a snap. He made it look
dignified. I felt suddenly silly, like I was a squire for some latter
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day knight, arming for battle. He looked at me with his squinty janitor
eye, and I felt cowed again.
"My daughter ain't in no lockup. She's just in a home is all, and
she likes to do herself up with wearing stockings." His voice got
clipped and angry-sounding. "Ain't nothing crazy about a person doing
themselves up.

Not that it's your business anyhow, or not that you

should've found out or be talking behind my back."
"I'm not talking behind your back," I said, feeling accused. "I
just ... I just saw you is all. I saw you doing it in the grocery
store, talking to that pile of eggs like you do.

You don't mean to say

that's not just a little bit crazy?"
He just stood looking at me in the light that wasn't a light.
"Well? Isn't it? Isn't it just a little? What's a person
supposed to think?"
He still didn't say anything.
"What does she do with all those eggs anyway?" I said, feeling mean
at his silence, the thrust of his chin. "Hatch them?"

I laughed a

little, nervously.
He picked up his bucket. Soapy water sloshed out and sopped his
feet. His body tilted with the weight of the water.
"Mostly she just throws them out like any normal being ought to do.
Sometimes she takes them and paints them up pretty and puts candy in
them for the city Children's Hospital." Sam started to step past me
then stopped. His eyes were glistening and I looked away, feeling
ashamed. "Sometimes she gets mad," he said quietly. "Sometimes she
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gets mad and throws them at me. Not that it's any of your business."
I felt like there was something more I was supposed to say, but
whatever it was, the words got stuck inside, like they were words not
meant for my tongue.

Mr. Gilly stepped past me, sloshing a little water

out on my shoes too.

Mr. Gilly shuffled back into the auditorium with me trailing
behind.

A circle at the altar made way for him. He set the pail down

and snapped the rubber gloves back taut one more time, like a surgeon
scrubbing in. He glanced at my father.
"Police'11 be here shortly."
"Thank you, Sam. I just wanted to get them out of here." Dad
looked at me and smiled. I looked away out the window.
Sam knelt on his hands and knees, scrubbing at the spot on the car
pet, pausing to rinse out his rag in the bucket, bending back down, his
arms scrubbing in a tight, gentle cirlce with the precision of a man who
knows and loves his work. Dad looked up at me again and smiled.

I sort

of half-smiled back, squinting, still thinking the light wasn't right,
wondering what Dad was smiling at.
After all the others had left, after the police came and took a
report, after there were no sounds except the gentle rasp of Mr. Gilly*s
rag against the carpet, our family sat on the front pew quietly,
watching Mr. Gilly work. He went at it for forty-five minutes, leaving
to empty the bucket, each time coming back and bowing down behind the
altar, each time bending over the defilement and scrubbing with a care
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ful vengeance.
The third time through he rinsed out the rag and straightened up a
little.

Kneeling, he wiped down the altar, polishing it with the sleeve

of his shirt. After he had emptied his bucket, he came back and
switched off the light. We followed him down the aisle towards the rear
door, him leading the way in the darkness, hobbling just a little, look
ing for all the world like a crippled dove, limping and dignified.
He held the door open for us.
"You do a fine job, Sam.

A fine job," Dad said.

"Yes, it certainly is a fine job," Mom said. My sister just looked
at him. He looked at me and I ducked my eyes, half-ashamed of something
I didn't know, still feeling like there were some words I was supposed
to say.
"God give enough to me. It's only enough that I keep the house
clean and proper."
He hobbled off in the darkness towards his home, slowly fading into
nothing.

A mile off a siren wailed. Towards the lights of the city

park two blocks down I heard the solid fat sound of a baseball meeting
polished wood. It would be summer soon and the heat would shimmer up
off the ground, melting the fine lines of the world together. We
stepped down and I looked at my family, faceless and shadowy in the
darkness. We turned off and headed towards our car in the parking lot,
a company of dark shadows, heading home.
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What's Natural

Thomas Wright pressed his head "back into the brown naugahyde of the
family's old Chevy, sucking in a long breath, pressing his eyes closed,
tight, like it might keep out the sounds of the street preacher outside.
Purple and green stars swam across his eyelids.

His brother's face

grinned out at him from the blackness.
"What is it, Thomas?" his father asked.
Thomas shook his head and the pale torn face in the blackness shook
back, still grinning, long locks of hair whipping from side to side in
slow motion.

Michael never had long hair, Thomas thought. When did

Michael grow long hair? Then the face turned and the head exploded into
a thousand yellow stars. His father's hand was on his shoulder.
"You sure nothing's wrong," his father asked. "You can tell me if
something's wrong."
"It's Michael, Dad. I see Michael."
There was a long quiet and then his father squeezed his shoulder
just a little, shaking gently, like trying to help him wake up.

His

father sucked in a long breath.
"It's OK, Thomas. I guess we all think of him quite a bit.
help that.

Can't

It's what's natural."

"But I see him, Dad. Like I told you, I see him."
The hand slid off his shoulder and left a cold tingling.
"I guess I told you that before," his father said. "It's not that
you see him.

You just think about him. We all do that.

It's what's
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natural.

We just think about him is all. You've got to try and remem

ber that like I told you."
Thomas opened his eyes. He squinted out at the pedestrians cross
ing in front of the cars waiting at the stoplight, flat and weightless
in the white hot light of an Oklahoma summer, like bodies drifting by in
a fog. He glanced at the street preacher on the corner.

He heard the

words about Jesus the way of salvation drifting into the car, sliding
around cracks and melting into the window to come out the other side,
settling in his ears like a pool of water.
Michael's face anymore.

But the preacher didn't have

Thomas looked down at his feet and saw his legs

pressed tense against the floor of the car, his knees locked. He let
out a breath and relaxed into the naugahyde.

His father stared up at

the stoplight, his fingers drumming lightly against the steering wheel.
Thomas closed his eyes again as the car pulled into the inter
section. He saw his brother in the preacher's suit, on the preacher's
crate.
dare.

It was something Michael might have done: as a joke, or on a
And Thomas knew he would have been dragged along, if just to

stand and hold the Bible, or maybe, if Michael made him, he would get up
on the crate and yell out at the cars going by, feeling their empty
stares slicing into him. Once Michael had found a blind man's cane at a
garage sale. "It was my Daddy's," the girl at the table had said. "He
died."

Michael bought the cane and an old pair of sunglasses and made

Thomas lead him around town, pretending.

Thomas remembered walking

nervously across a street on a red light, the blank faces behind the
glass of waiting cars, willing to make some concession to the blind;
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and Michael biting his tongue so hard to keep from laughing that it bled
afterwards.
"At least Thompson's working," his father said, muttering while
they pulled into the driveway.

Mr. Thompson, the next door neighbor,

knelt by the curb, rooting out grass and weeds that grew in the cracked
concrete. Every spring and summer his grass grew wildly in all direc
tions, spilling into the street and driveway and edging into the mani
cured bluegrass of their own yard.

Mr. Thompson always got a late start

and his days off were spent trying to stem the tide of what he had let
get out of hand. By fall every year he had things just as good as any
body could want them to be, but then the leaves fell and the grass
turned brown and it didn't matter anymore. He never bothered to rake
until spring.
Mr. Wright didn't see Thompson's grunting wave as he strode towards
the house.

Thomas nodded vaguely in Thompson's direction, glancing

sideways at the flushed face with sweat collecting under the baggy eyes.
He picked up a basketball from the yard and dribbled towards a goal set
beside the driveway.
"Don't go running off," his father called from the doorway. "Lunch
is in a little." He glanced at Thompson and half-nodded while Thompson
waved again, garden trowel in hand.
Thomas shot a few baskets, thinking how the coach said he had
potential.

Seventh grade and third string, but one he got past the

gangly stage.
stage.

That was what he waited for, to get past the gangly

Michael never played bail, Thomas thought.

He never had to
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worry with a gangly stage. It was one thing where they were different.
Michael said jocks were "big heads full of nothing and that all he wanted
was a motorcycle and enough gas to get to Alaska. When he was eighteen,
he was always saying. When he was eighteen.
"When I'm eighteen," Thomas heard someone say as he sent the orange
ball arcing towards the basket. He jerked around and stared into the
clear emptiness behind him, seeing nothing and hearing nothing except
the scrape of Mr. Thompson's garden trowel and the hiss of words fading
into a hum. He squeezed his eyes closed against the empty space of the
air. Opening them again he saw the ball bouncing towards the crouching
Mr. Thompson.
Like it was alive, the ball bounced crazily, zigzagging from side
to side until, with one last bounce off something unseen, it curved into
the air and pounded Mr. Thompson on the head, right on the bald spot
growing on the crown.

The hit rocked Mr. Thompson backwards and he sat

hard, hitting the street with a grunt, his trowel hand still making a
digging motion like it didn't know when to stop. Thomas trotted into
the street and grabbed the ball.
"Sorry, Mr. Thompson. Got away from me is all."
"Oh, that's all right, boy.
done."

Just gave me a start. No damage

Mr. Thompson made a point of being friendly. He was a Christian

now, and the chairman of the visitation committee for the First Baptist
Church of Oklahoma City. He had made a point to bring flowers after
Michael's accident. "An angel," Thomas's mother said. Mr. Wright
didn't like him, thinking no man who cared so little for his yard could
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be worth too much.

Thomas was careful not to take sides.

"Your yard's looking real good," Thomas said.
"Yes. Late start again this year though.

You'd think I'd learn.

But one thing leads to another, so they say."
"Yessir," Thomas said. "I expect it does." Mr. Thompson still sat
in the street, his legs knotted under him. Four years before, before he
had become a Christian, Thompson had been a Buddhist for three months.
Thomas remembered him meditating in his back yard, remembered watching
through the fence while Michael threw acorns at him, remembered Thompson
looking up into the oak trees, squinting, moving into an open space
while Michael held his mouth and bit his tongue to keep from laughing.
"You think you'll ever be a Buddhist again, Mr. Thompson?"
Thompson snorted a laugh and grunted while he pulled himself out of
the street.
"I don't expect so, boy. Not now that I found the way."
"Michael used to think it was the top thing that you were a
Buddhist. Used to tell all our friends how we had a Buddhist living
next door."
Mr. Thompson eyed Thomas, then bent over and started digging at the
grass that was tearing apart the curb.
"Well, that's nice I guess," he said. "You think a lot about old
Michael, don't you boy?"
Thomas thought about the night they had tried to reach God.
"We're going to reach God," his brother had said. He bought a
record of some Chinese music, three candles, and an incense cone. In
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their room they had knelt together beside Michael's bed, grinning and
giggling a little, the light from the candles making Michael's face take
on a life of its own.
"Hush now," Michael said when the music started. "This is
serious."
Thomas watched his brother through slit eyes. He guessed if anyone
could reach God it might be Michael.
"Breath.

You got to breath.

Regular," Michael said.

Thomas sucked in a deep breath, coughing a little from the incense.
He watched his brother, the face furrowed, the nose sucking in deep
draughts of incense. Michael began swaying from side to side, humming
with the music. Light and shadow danced across his face.
suddenly sick and afraid, felt like he might throw up.

Thomas felt

He thought of

his parents down the hall, wondered what would happen if they came in,
wondered if this was something that was sin.
When the record ended, Michael's eyes fluttered open. He smiled at
his brother.
"You make it?" he asked.
Thomas shook his head, yawning and rubbing his nose. Michael'S
face furrowed again, staring hard at the candles.
"I nearly made it," he said. He closed his eyes again, his face
blank.

"I nearly made it."

"I said you think a lot about old Michael, don't you, boy?" Thomp
son repeated.
"I expect so. It's what's natural.

That's what Dad says."
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Just then Thomas heard a knocking sound and saw his mother standing
in the front picture window, motioning for him to come in for lunch.
Inside the smell of fresh "bread hung in the air while the three of
them sat down to the table.
"For these and all his mercies, God's holy Name be blessed and
praised:

through Jesus Christ our Lord," his mother said.

"Amen," Thomas said.
"Amen," his father said.
His mother always said the prayers at meals:

sometimes from an old

Presbyterian Worship Book and sometimes just making them up on her own.
The prayers said, the three of them ate the lunch of beef stew and fresh
bread in silence.

A family ritual.

his mother would always say.

Talking while you eat gives gas,

Thomas thought of Michael making faces at

the table, slurping his soup so as to get their mother riled. What's
fun is fun, he would say. If they get mad you think I care. What's fun
is fun.
"What's fun is fun," the voice said, echoing then hissing off into
a hum.

Thomas closed his eyes and concentrated on his beef stew, grind

ing the chunks of beef and potato between his teeth. "What's fun is
fun." Echoing. "What's fun is fun." Hissing. He listened to his
father sucking stew off his spoon, past his tongue, into his gullet
almost without tasting. His mother sipped carefully from a glass of
tea, ice clinking against the glass like a bell.
"What axe you saying, Thomas?" his mother asked.
Thomas shook his head.
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"Good, dinner, excellent," his father said. His mother smiled.
"You boys have a good time washing the car this morning?" she
asked.
"Fair enough.

They charge a dollar for a wash now. May as well do

it here at home. Michael helped dry and wax."
His mother looked at his father strangely.
"I mean Thomas," he said quickly. "Thomas helped dry and wax.
Didn't you?"
Thomas nodded and sopped up the last of his beef stew with a piece
of sourdough bread.
"The preachers were out again today," Thomas said.
"Don't talk with your mouth full," his mother said. "Aren't they
always?" She began clearing dishes with a sniff. "Aren't they?" she
repeated.
"This one was new."
"Well, I would guess they get new ones all the time. It is a
fairly big school, you know, where they all go. Fifteen or twenty
students."
"He looked like Michael."
His father pulled the wings of his nostrils in, his nose becoming a
severe rock in his face.
"Oh?" his mother asked gently.
"Yeah. It was . . . something. Something about him."
His father's spoon clattered into an empty bowl as he pushed away
from the table.
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"I guess we best get used to them," his father said. "They're a
regular part of life now.

They have permits."

"Don't you want ice cream," his mother asked as he stepped away.
"Not now. Got to work on some figures for the church," he said.
During the week Mr. Wright was an accountant and in his spare time he
helped keep the church finances straight.
As Mr. Wright walked towards his study, Mrs. Wright set a bowl of
ice cream in front of Thomas.
"Thomas," she said quietly. "Thomas, I know how it is, but it's
something we've all just got to get used to. I've been talking to your
father and it bothers him you still talk so much about it after so long.
He doesn't want you hurt. He doesn't want people talking. Do you know
what I mean, Thomas?"
Thomas nodded and his mother left to begin vacuuming in a back
room. After setting his bowl in the sink, Thomas walked back towards
the bathroom, past his father's study. Inside he heard the sound of an
adding machine clicking and whirring.
"Thomas," a voice said, his voice, from inside.

Thomas cracked

open the door. His father glanced at him from the top of a pair of
reading glasses.
"Just wondered if it was you," he said smiling. He reached over
and patted Thomas on the shoulder.
"What are you working on?" Thomas asked.
"Just some figures. Budgets.

Trying to figure how far Pastor

Lyons over-spent this month." His father pushed back and leaned for
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wards towards Thomas.
"Thomas.

The vacuum cleaner hummed In the back room.

Thomas, about Michael. I know how you have to feel.

we just got to get past that.

But

You shouldn't . . . You can't be doing

what you're doing. It ... it bothers your mother. Like last year.
You remember?"

Thomas nodded and thought back to the year before, to

his brother's grave. He didn't like to see his mother cry.
His father grabbed him by the shoulder, shaking gently. "You're a
good boy.

A young man I should say. What we have left." His father's

voice trailed off.

He shook Thomas again and smiled.

Then he leaned

over his desk, saying he had to get back to work.

It rained that afternoon, the Oklahoma weather heedless of a bright
morning that had promised heat and sweat.

The rain hummed on the roof:

a July rain, hard and fierce like the sun, knifing down in long streaks
of silver, pounding into the ground, each drop exploding on the grey
driveway with a personal violence, making Thomas wonder if the cement
might decide to liquify and slide away into the street.

Drops blew

beneath the overhang and spattered against the picture window where
Thomas sat watching, changing to slick parabolas as they slid down the
glass, clear fingers that muddied the world.
A small brown frog splashed down in a puddle beside the Chevy.

A

second, bigger and green with a luminous gold stripe along the underside
of his pale belly landed beside his fellow, the splash arcing up and
over the other like a grey rainbow before collapsing.
towards his father's study in the hallway.

Thomas glanced

The door was still cracked
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open and his father's disembodied hand wrote furiously in the glare of
an almost naked light bulb, setting numbers down in columns like the
hand of God into the Book of Life and Death. His mother sat in the
small den beside the kitchen listening to the PTL club on the Christian
Broadcasting Network. When he turned back towards the window, three
more frogs sat in the driveway.
They came out once a summer after a heavy rain, and no one knew
where from. Once a zoologist from the Nazarene College had come knock
ing on the door with a federal grant, asking about the summer frog
plague.

Thomas and Michael watched him tramp down the street, knocking

at every door, asking questions.

But so far as Thomas knew there was no

proof, and the frogs came on.
One big green and white hopped across the driveway, his back
freckled with brown, his eyes bulging and naked on the world.
another.

Then
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Thomas imagined a horde of frogs, slimy and loose-jointed,

crowding together in a pack by the side of the house, their mad eyes
unblinking, their thousand tongues flicking, curved in the air like
bloodied knives.

They waited silently, holding back a collective croak

that would come on like the trumpet of the Apocalypse, the great horde
hopping madly forward to conquer the unsuspecting and defenseless world.
The Great Kingdom of the Frogs. Thomas grinned to think about it.
When the afternoon rain slacked to a drizzle, Thomas pushed open
the door to his father's study.
"Dad?"
His father glanced over the top of his glasses.
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"I'm going to go ride my mini-bike.

Hie rain stopped."

His father punched at the calculator, then leaned back in his chair
and looked at his son.
"You'll be careful?"
"I'll be careful."
"Did you ask your mother?"
Thomas shook his head.
"You know how she feels?"
Thomas nodded.

There was a fight nearly every time.

Almost any

time he wanted to do anything he and Michael used to do together.
"And?"
"I don't guess I'd ever ride again or do anything if it was only up
to her."
His father sighed. "You'll be careful?"
Thomas nodded again. He felt his mother's warmth behind him, the
smell of bread and Lysol spray.
"I'm going to go ride my mini-bike," he said to her. "Dad said."
Thomas walked to the garage, his parents' whispers being lost in
the gentle hum of the air conditioner.
In the driveway Thomas poured some extra gasoline into the tank and
kicked the engine into life. It took three or four starts before the
engine finally revved out since the bike had been sitting for three
months.

There was an argument every time.

He sat on the cycle in the puddled driveway, revving out the
engine, breathing in the blue-grey exhaust.

Frog-popping had been a
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favorite game with Michael.

First with bicycles, then minibikes, they

had done their share of killing in the world, the yearly slaughter lead
ing to a plague of flies in the neighborhood and the inevitable flood of
phoned complaints.

One plague begets another, Michael had said once

with a grin after their parents had received three phone calls in one
night.

Michael had been able to laugh off almost everything.

He thought of the afternoon in Roman Nose State Park, a little more
than two years ago.

A family picnic and he and Michael hiking up a

trail, climbing, edging up the steep face of a rocky rise.
"Put your feet where I put mine," he had said.
Thomas watched his brother jam his feet between rocks, lean his
hips from side to side for balance, dig his fingers into the cracks of
stone, grip little plants, sprouts of grass, and shrubs to help pull
himself along.

And he had followed, seeking out the same cracks, lean

ing this way and that with his hips just to look right even if he didn't
need to balance. Steeper near the top. His heart thumping hard in his
chest. Pebbles and dirt his brother loosened falling back into his
face.

Come on, Come on, Michael said, encouraging.

Come on, Thomas

whispered to himself through grit teeth.
At the summit, Thomas was too weak to pull himself over the top and
Michael had gripped him under the arms, heaving him up the last three
feet.
"Made it," Michael said, grinning. Panting, they stood together on
the summit, looking out over a lake the sun made too bright to look at
straight on. Michael had leaned against Thomas heavily, smiling.
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"Last one down owes two Cokes," he said suddenly.
Thomas still saw the foot stepping forward, a Nike tennis shoe,
sliding on something. His brother starting to laugh like he always did
when some silly thing happened to him.

The look of surprise coloring

his face. Disappearing.
He couldn't remember getting down himself, remembered only his
hands cut and scraped, his knees bloodied. He lost a shoe.

A sound

like screaming coming from somewhere.
He held his brother's head.

The face was torn and teeth showed

through where a cheek should have been. His brother whimpered in his
arms and the screaming Thomas had heard inside his head flooded out his
mouth, taking the shape of his brother's name, the sound of a little
child lost in a wilderness.
His brother's eyes fluttered open. What was left of the face
flickered into a smile.
"You better go get Dad," he whispered, the words slurring, garbled,
as if spoken underwater.

Thomas began to lay his brother's head back

against a rock. His brother whispered, then made beckoning signs with
his right hand.

Thomas leaned over him.

"Thomas," his brother whispered.

Tears had begun dripping from

his eyes. "Thomas ... I win." His brother laughed weakly, the laugh
ter followed by a fit of coughing.

Blood started running from his nose.

"I win . . . two Cokes ... I win."
Through the billowing cloud of exhaust, Thomas glanced over his
shoulder. His parents stood in the picture window, watching.
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His bike shot into the street, mangling three frogs in the first
ten yards.

The multitudes of the Kingdom scattered, scuttling under

parked cars and into driveways, a place of sanctuary according to the
rules.

The green lawns breathed with frogs who dared not enter the

street, but some sat unmoving in the street, looking up at the black
tread of the tire coming on with unblinking eyes, giving up the ghost
with a loud pop, guts spewing in a collage of green and white and brown
across the grey pavement.

The pop made the game; loud pops like fire

crackers and muffled pops like the last kernels in the corn popper, and
sometimes not really a pop at all, just a hiss of air like a tire with a
slow leak.
With Michael they had kept score: points for kills, extra points
for the biggest kill, extra points for browns since there weren't so
many;

the winner owed a week of taking out the garbage and making beds.

But without Michael, Thomas braked to a stop near his driveway. He
looked out at the frogs lying pancaked in the street, flattened monu
ments to an old joy.
The year before he had gathered the frogs in a box and biked over
to the cemetery. He laid them in a pile at the foot of his brother's
grave. It had seemed like the necessary thing to do, but his mother had
visited the cemetery the next day and had come home crying. She had
cried for three days. Thomas lay awake those nights, thinking about her
crying. He picked flowers from the city park and gave them to her, but
she only cried more. It made Thomas vaguely angry and he started talk
ing even less.

They had made him sit in pastor Lyons' office for an
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hour while they all talked about Michael and death. It was after that
that Michael had first started coming back.
As he turned towards his driveway, Thomas saw a huge green and
white honker hopping full speed down the street thirty yards ahead: long
full hops, smooth and graceful in the still air like an antelope
stretched out in mid-flight, wet and glistening as the sun struck his
hide.
"I win," the voice said. "I win."

Laughter and fading.

Thomas

heard the voice inside and outside himself at the same time. Michael's
taunts and laughter echoing in the trees and from every side, rising out
of the dead bodies of the frogs. "I win . . . five points . . . you owe
me . . . you owe ... I win."
The frog arced up and out like a challenge, and Thomas turned his
bike to, sighting between the handlebars, leaning over with a squint.
The rear wheel slid to the side with speed.
ing into the sun.

Thomas closed fast, squint

The cycle ate up ground as the frog sped forward in a

straight line. Afraid, Thomas thought.
As the cycle's front wheel closed over the top of the frog, it made
one last leap, to the side, away from the black tread.

Thomas saw his

lidless eyes glistening and staring forward, the green skin stretched
tight in the extension of his leap over quivering smooth muscles.

He

swerved the wheel to the left and braked at the same time, trying to
slow, trying to recover.

He felt the cycle sliding from under him, his

own body flying forward, the bike pulling to a stop, a sweet sickening
emptiness growing between his legs.

The street turned slowly upside
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down, rotating around the axis of his eyes, the cycle screeching across
the pavement, leaving long white scars in the hard face of the concrete.
His left shoe untied.
He hit face first and felt the skin go.

The street kept spinning,

turning green then red then "black. In the tornado of colors, Thomas saw
Michael's spinning face.
win.

The frog leaped from his mouth. I win, I

Thomas felt his jaw working, his mouth open, screaming without

sound.

Easy Ms. Wright.

Should wear a helmet you know.

His face. Oh God, my baby's face.
Mmm. Skull fracture.

Neck vertabrae. Should wear a helmet you

know.
We'll sue the idiot.
Please.

For every cent.

Don't. Not now.

Green, black, and red ran to the edges of his vision. His mother
stood over him next to a man he didn't know. His father's face set like
a carved rock in the wall at the foot of the bed.
"Thomas?

Thomas, this is mama.

Thomas?"

Thomas pressed his eyes closed and watched the golden serpents
dancing behind his eyelids. He tried to turn on his side, his back
aching, pain shooting through his legs.
"Lay still son. It's for your good." It was the other voice, the
one he didn't know. His mother still stood over him, her eyes looking
like cracked, reddened porcelain. The man beside her was bald with a
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thin nose and turtle shell glasses.
"Probably shouldn't talk either, Mrs. Wright. Not enough strength
you know."
The face in the wall moved.
"We'll sue.

You can count on that."

"Gonna run down the hall.

Other patients you know.

Ya'll probably

shouldn't stay more than five minutes. Needs his rest, you know."
Echoing drum sound and then a flood of white light as a violing
tries to find a tune.

A single bash from a kettle drum.

"Ought to fix that door.

Too damn chintzy, I bet. Hospital will

bleed you for all you're worth.

All your worth. Every damn cent."

"Bill, your language. Please."
His mother's hand reached out, ballooning, the fingers thick
snakes, flicking, licking. Long strings of flesh vibrated coolly where
his mother stroked his forehead, yellow daisies exploding in his eyes.
He glanced about the room. Powder blue walls with no corners, receding
without limit. A picture of a pheasant hiding in a field of tall yellow
prairie grass hung on the wall before him slightly to the left of his
bed.

A black hound was in the background, parting the grass with his

head, and shoulders, his nostrils flaring. Thomas watched as the hound
sprang forward, its paw on the pheasant's neck, the claws digging into
the white ring around its neck. Had it been wounded? Why didn't it fly
away?

Thomas wondered. Pheasant blood dripped off a blade of grass and

onto the picture frame, then off the frame and in a thin line of red
against the blue wall.
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His father stood next to the picture, fingers drumming against the
wall.

The television mounted above him cast a shadow on half his face.

Thomas raised his eyes to the grey screen.

Then, with effort, higher.

There above the television set, Michael grinned down at him, mouthing
words Thomas didn't understand.
"What is it dear? What is it? What's wrong, baby?"
Michael perched on the television. He wore knee-high black leather
boots and a black leather jacket. He was crouching, his arms circling
his knees, the toes of his boots tapping up and down, drumming out a
rhythm that matched the rhythm of his father's fingers.

Thin white

scars marked the places where his torn flesh had healed, across his
cheek and jaw, crisscrossing his hands. When he smiled his teeth were
red.
Mama, it's Michael.

The words echoed in his head but he couldn't

feel them in his mouth.
"Probably wants to watch the tube," his father said.
The colors flickering into life danced beneath Michael's tapping
feet.
"U.S. Open.

Trevino's up three strokes."

Lee Trevino walked out of the television set, his hand out^
stretched, then receded into the dancing colors.

Thomas tried to lift

his hand.
"No. It's you, Bill. See, he want you. He's trying to come to
you. Bill, please."
His father stood at the foot of the bed.

He reached down and

grabbed one of Thomas's toes, wiggling.
"How is it sport?
"Tough little fall you had today, huh?"
His arms folded across his chest and his head wagged slightly from
side to side.
"I'll take your bike tomorrow.

Shouldn't cost too much to fix up.

"Your mother and I decided you shouldn't go killing frogs anymore.
Dangerous you know. Not Christian anyway."
A vague smile flickered on his face.
"Mr. Thompson saw it.
"Tried to move you.
"We'll sue. You can count on that."
Thomas heard the words in his head, then felt them in his mouth.
He rolled them over his tongue, tasting them, sifting them between his
teeth.
"It's Michael, Daddy. He's an angel."
His father's face went flat, his head becoming a ball of flesh
covered with curling brown flames of hair. It retreated to the wall and
began to fade into the pale blue.
"It's Michael Daddy."
"Your brother's dead, Thomas. He's been dead for nearly two years.
More.

You remember that, don't you?"

"It's Michael Daddy."
"He's dead, Thomas.

Been dead. Is dead.

Remember that. OK?"

From his crouching position, Michael jumped and landed lightly on
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the floor, seeming to float down In slow motion, like a leaf or the fuzz
from a dandylion. He smiled again.

Red teeth.

Thomas felt strangely

afraid and elated all at once, like all the times before.
"It's Michael Daddy."
His father's fist grew out from the wall, a round ball of flesh
like his head, then it disappeared into the wall again with a crash.
The painting fell to the floor.
"Damn! How many times does he have to be told?"
"Bill, please."
Michael nodded and Thomas felt words in his mouth.
"I tried to grab him, Daddy. I saw it. I tried to tell him but my
mouth wouldn't work. I tried so hard. It didn't work. It just didn't.
But it doesn't matter now, Daddy. Michael's . . . Michael's an
angel.

An angel."

Michael leaped up and landed lightly atop Thomas, straddling him
like he always did when they wrestled.

Always winning.

Always pinning

him to the floor.
Are you listening to me.
Michael grabbed Thomas by the hospital shirt he wore and began to
pull him up.

Thomas began to feel light and giddy. He laughed and

coughed nervously.
Are you listening to me.
Thomas heard the door squeal open and then slam shut.
Bill.

Bill.

No no. No no no.

Bill Oh God Bill Nurse Oh God hurry.

Ihomas sat up, his "brother's strong arms pulling him close. His
"brother's face "brushed, his cheek. He felt Michael's lips against his
forehead, then brushing down over his eyes.

There was the sound of

screaming somewhere in the distance.
"I'm gonna take you out of here."
Please please please please please
Thomas nodded, letting his brother hold him. Michael jerked his
head towards the fax wall.

Thomas looked and he could see through the

wall into a field of tall yellow grass.

A black Harley Davidson stood

beside a road leading over the crest of a hill.

Two black helmets sat

on the ground beside it. The screaming began to grow faint.
"I can ride it. You come on. I'll teach you."
Thomas nodded again. He felt vaguely afraid.
"Where to?" he asked.
His brother furrowed his brow and looked stumped. Something he
hadn't thought of. He frowned at his brother, then smiled.
"I don't know.

Alaska maybe."

He laughed and Thomas grinned, feeling suddenly strong at the sound
of his brother's laughter. With his brother's help he stepped out of
bed. His legs wobbled at first, but with each step he felt stronger and
less afraid. Leaning hard on one another, the two brothers walked
together through a wall, into a land of tall grass and high hills, arm
in arm.
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Callings

Malachi set two strips of beef jerky on the counter.

The clerk at

the register glanced up from his Playboy magazine as the girl poked into
the beer refrigerator.
"What else, preacher?" the clerk asked. He was the one man Malachi
half-knew in Oklahoma City besides the other students at the school. It
was hard making any regular friends doing the Lord* s work.
"Cherry Icee. Like usual."
The girl weaved slowly up and down the shoulder high aisles. She
glanced up and Malachi ducked his head. Outside her dog scraped against
the windowed front of the store, standing on his hind legs.

Flavored

ice hissed into the cup.
"Guess you preached all day," the clerk said over his shoulder.
"I guess so," Malachi said.
"You'd think they might let you off for good behavior," the clerk
said. "Don't you Baptists believe in that."
"A man can't lay off the work of God," Malachi said.

The words

came up out of his tiredness and lay in his mouth like something old and
dead. He was ashamed he had no more energy than he did, knowing that
his was the Lord's calling and the Lord's work. He glanced at the mag
azine on the counter. "Girls of the Southwest," the cover read.
"She's good-looking, ain't she?" the clerk said, setting the dzrink
on the counter.
"You know how I feel about those magazines," Malachi said, his face
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flushing.
"I expect I do," the clerk said, smirking. "That's 2.16 all to
gether."
Malachi heard the ridicule. He was used to it.

Used to the laugh

ing faces behind windows in cars going by. He dug in his pocket for his
wallet.

The girl sidled up next to him. He felt her coming on.

Shift

ing his eyes around to be anywhere but on her, he shrunk away. He
wished suddenly that he hadn't come in, wondering what the reverend
Martin or any of the students back at the school might think.

The rev

erend didn't go in much for foolishness. Outside the dog started bark
ing.
"Hi," the girl said. She craned her neck around, like she wanted
a good look at his face.
"H'lov,"

Malachi muttered, glancing at her.

Teenage complexion.

She didn't seem as pretty here as in the glare of the sun.
He'd followed her for two days now. She walked by his box nearly
every day at about the same time:

3'.15 or thereabouts. Walking her dog

so at first Malachi thought she was blind, until the dog tried to pull
her into the street.

Eyes hidden behind green cat-eye sunglasses. And

long tanned legs spilling out of white shorts. Nice legs. It didn't
seem like the right thing for a preacher. A preacher and the son of a
preacher. He'd followed her for two days now.

There was something in

that that bothered him.
"Well lookit here, Malachi. A Baylor Bear!"

The clerk shoved the

magazine around Malachi's way, pointing at the centerfold with a stubby
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finger.

The centerfold held a green Baylor University pennant and was

doing something with an overstuffed teddy bear.

Malachi flushed again

and turned his eyes, stuffing change into his pocket with a great
effort.

The girl grinned at him, her weight resting on one hip, the

other leg swinging a sandaled foot in an arc, scraping out a line. Her
droopy eyes, green, laughed and for a second Malachi was angry with her
for not having been a blind woman all along.
The man leered up at him, a wheezy laugh snorting out his nose,
little bubbles of saliva crackling on the corner of his mouth.

The cool

air of the room closed in, the breath of Satan freezing him to his spot.
They were waiting.

Waiting for some defense of faith. Malachi suddenly

saw them both as agents of the devil, mocking God and the work of God.
He looked at the magazine and felt a stream of righteous words piled up,
frustrated in the need to come out in some natural and Godly way.
He groaned. And then, with nothing better to do, he spat, saliva
spraying the pages laid open before him.
"Tricks of Satan," Malachi said, looking the man in his suddenly
wide eyes.

The girl laughed behind the fingers of her left hand. Her

nails were bitten off, red an^l angry-looking.
"Hey!" the man called as Malachi pushed out of the store. "Hey
these magazines cost!
door closed.

What am I supposed ..." The words faded as the

Malachi slurped at the cherry ice in his cup, cooling him

self. He knew for a fact the world was cloven into two camps, the
children of Satan and the children of God, and he was thankful he had
chosen the right side. Stretching out before him he saw the straight
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and narrow path of God, and he felt solid and sure and one with the
Lord.

And a little tired. He slurped a little harder at the cherry

drink, like the liquid might loosen something dry and hard he felt in
side.
After a minute of walking, he heard a dog's "bark.

Then shoes

scraping behind him. He turned and saw the girl following.

She lifted

her hand in something like a wave, flapping three fingers up and down
while she held a can of beer, the other hand occupied with holding back
the charging dog. Malachi speeded his gait, not caring to talk.
scraping got closer.

A police car screamed by.

The

Malachi was panting now

and he felt suddenly like a criminal in an old movie, escaped, being
chased down by dogs and men after his blood.
At a corner, he stopped for a red light, waiting for the stream of
traffic.

The dog padded up and sniffed around Malachi's feet, then up

his legs and into his crotch. He slapped it away and the girl jerked
back on the leash, grinning.
"Sorry," she said.

Then, after a pause, "That was something, you

there in the store."
"You following me to some purpose?" he asked, scowling.
"Who said I'm following? You think everyone on the sidewalk's
following? It's a free country isn't it? Fourth of July and all that."
The light changed and the girl followed him across the street.
"Look, I've got places to go.

Don't you have a place to go?

Some

where besides following me?"
"Whoever said I was following you anyway?" the girl asked, exasper
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ated. "I was going to the park. I go every afternoon to run Brutus."
Malachi looked at the dog, it's tongue lolling out to the side.

A Ger

man Shepherd. A little bony.
"Looks like he needs feeding, not running."
He knew from her grimace it was the wrong thing to say.
"You're a real asshole, you know?"
The word stung with its personal violence. He wasn't used to con
versation.

The thought worried him a little.

"It's a nice-looking dog," he said lamely.
"Mmm," the girl murmured, looking away. "That was something, you
there in the store."

Malachi stayed quiet. Her green eyes, still

droopy, looked out over her cat-eye sunglasses. She didn't seem to hold
it against him for being an asshole. Malachi liked her for that. "That
was really something."
"It's against God," Malachi said quietly, feeling pleased that she
had noticed.
"May be," the girl said. "Anyway, he's always showing me those
pictures.

You know, like it might tickle my clit or something. He's

just a shit."
A word like 'shit' sounded extra foul to Malachi, coming from a
woman's mouth.
"You're the preacher.

You like being a preacher?" she asked.

Malachi nodded. "Must get a little hot, I would think."
"There's a price to pay. Heat and thirst go with it."
"Mmm," the girl murmured again. "May be.

This could fix that I

&
guess," she said, holding out her beer.
"From the looks of it, you shouldn't even have that stuff.

You

can't be more than sixteen."
"I'm seventeen if I'm a day. Going eighteen in September."
Malachi looked at her close. Blond hair clipped away from the
face.

A white T-shirt, breasts pushing at it, something about the state

fair printed on it. He felt some better that she was at least seven
teen. Still, he thought about his own hair falling out in the sink back
at the school. He felt old at 23.
"The law says you got to be eighteen," Malachi said.
"That law says a lot of things.

Years got nothing to do with age.

I'm old for my years." Without asking, she took the cherry drink from
his hand and slurped.
"What's your name anyway?" she asked. She had a rough way that
Malachi liked somehow, an easy way with words.

Used to people.

"Malachi. Malachi Jones."
"Well, nice to meet you I suppose. Got to go," she said.

The dog

strained against the leash. "You could come if you want." He shook his
head.
"Don't have time for foolishness," he said. He could hear the rev
erend Martin intoning the phrase.

The girl shrugged.

"Well, don't say you didn't get the invite."
Malachi watched her scrape off, her body pitched forward, looking
like she might lose her balance any second and dive into the cement.
But one tanned leg always slid forward just in time. It was a dance,
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and he felt something new, strange. He smiled.
"Hey!" he called. She turned, stumbling forward as the dog
pulled. "What's your name anyway?" He felt a frog leap in his gut,
felt like he might be crossing some unspoken boundary.
"Rachel," she called back over her shoulder. "Rachel Keen."
Malachi felt something cool coming out of her smile, Satain's call
ing settling over him like a fountain of poisoned water. He trembled.
Rachel, the promised of God, he thought, taking a sip from his drink.
No girl named Rachel could be all bad. And seventeen wasn't exactly
robbing the cradle.

Not exactly. He saw himself saving this child of

the world from sin.
The straw had the amber taste of beer and he smiled after her danc
ing down the street, ice exploding in his belly.

2

Malachi clambered down the stairs into the basement of the Pente
costal church where Melvin Martin's Independent Baptist Evangelistic
Training Center made its home. Malachi started

when the door clanged

shut behind him, feeling suddenly closed in. He had thought about
Rachel most of the way home.
the souls of men.

A smile that cast Satan's net, fishing for

Tickle my clit, she had said. He wondered what wild

thing grew in him and made a home, causing him to picture wild things
with a girl no older than a child.
"Well look who's here. The inimitable and trustworthy E. Malachi
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Jones," Rupert Edwards, Malachi's roommate, said when he walked into the
meeting room. Rupert was given to using words like "inimitable" which
no one else quite knew the meaning of. He did crossword puzzles during
morning devotions.
"Yeah, look who's here," Earl Matthiason said, the other student in
the room.

Matthiason was nineteen with one year at a Kansas Bible

college.
"Yeah, look who," Malachi said, scowling as he sat down to the
table.

Arthur's round table they called it.

Knights of Jesus.

They called themselves the

Together there were twelve. 'For the twelve tribes

of Israel. For the twelve apostles of Christ,' Melvin would say.

The

face of Jesus, thorns pressed into the flesh, looked down from a poster
on the opposite wall. "Christ died for sinners," the caption read.
"Now, now, Malachi," Rupert said.

"Don't get vitriolic. I merely

wish to point out your superior, shall we say, intestinal fortitude?
Your unparalleled efforts as a preacher of the streets.

Efforts none of

we other, shall we say, mere mortals can, shall we say, equate."
"More to be pitied," Malachi said. He was used to Rupert's jibes.
Day in and day out. Always making a joke of God's work, like there was
nothing serious in the world.
"Now, now. I must say again. Don't get vitriolic."
"Yeah, don't get . . . that," Earl said.
"Vitriolic," Rupert said helpfully.
"Vitriolic," Earl repeated. Malachi knew for a fact that Earl had
never had an original thought in his life.
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"Lay off, would you," Malachi said, opening his Bible.
"What's to lay off," Rupert said. "Merely conversing. Merely con
versing. Of course, I guess you can be how you want to be."
"Yeah, I guess he can,"

Earl said, confused by this new informa

tion.
Malachi snorted.

The onion skin paper of his Bible crackled with

age. It had been his father's Bible.
An accident, the police had called it.
The Klan will catch up with you, his aunt Sherol said after the
funeral.

They have their ways. Like Satan they have their ways.

Malachi flipped another page of his Bible, thinking of the one lane
bridge where his father's car went off the road and the river beneath
running slow and muddy brown, deadly certain of itself. He had been
young, but he still remembered his father arguing for civil rights late
into the night.

A long time before they got him. A big man in a blue

coat who took him swimming on Thursdays.
"And what saith the good book, master?" Rupert asked, a wide,
toothy grin on his face as Earl left the room. Malachi shut the book,
feeling cold and angry.
"Look, don't go mocking the Word," he said, his words clipped.
"And don't go mocking me either. Acting like some pagan with no honor
for the work of God."
"My, my. Aren't we perspicacious today?" Rupert said, spreading
his hands. The smile dropped off his face. "You might try lightening
up, Malachi. It would do us all a world of good.

You and your snotty
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holiness."
Malachi choked on a word in his throat.

Rupert couldn't know him.

No man who worked crossword puzzles when he should be praying could know
the path of service to God, know what it meant to be called out and
different.
world.

Malachi saw himself walking a straight path through God's

A straight, long path. A straight, long, and narrow path. His

head bent. His eyes to the pavement.

The world done up in drab grey,

brown, and army green. The sun like the eye of God glaring down at him
with no clouds in the sky to cool things off a little.
Malachi suddenly hated the picture, and the fact that he hated any
thing that might be the way of God shook him more. He sucked in a
breath and pushed back from the table. He walked to the magazine stand,
making a show of looking, buying time.

Galled out.

Galled out special.

It was what they had all said from the beginning.
"Long day?" Rupert's words broke in on him. He sounded almost
apologetic.
"Long enough.

Too long when you're standing on a box with no pro

tection."
"Get any real contacts?"
Malachi didn't quite know what to say. He was against lying on
Christian principles, but he felt ashamed vaguely, like he would be let
ting go of some part of himself that was best left unseen.
"Not really. One girl." It was a safe word.

The truth without

showing too much.
"Pretty?" Rupert asked, his words poking at Malachi's ribs.
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Malachi couldn't appreciate it. It was Rupert's way with women, to
always ask if they were pretty, to moan under his breath when a girl
walked by, then break out in a nasty giggle.
Christian until he was 21.

Rupert hadn't become a

Sometimes in the night he talked to Malachi

about women he had known.
"I asked if she was pretty," he said again. Malachi shrugged and
nodded his head from side to side. He felt Rupert's questions drawing
something out of him he didn't know if he wanted drawn out.
tain ground made him feel uneasy and excited all at once.

The uncer

Rachel.

Flesh tanned a deep brown, hot and sweaty and dark against a tight white
shirt and tight white shorts. Tickle my clit.
Malachi was shocked to feel an erection coming on, and he crouched
beside the magazines, feeling a little sweaty himself.
"Ah, yes. The female gender," Rupert said, affecting an English
accent. "How we love them. How we do love them."

He leaned back in

his chair, gazing at the ceiling.
"Of course, you know what they say, Malachi?"
"What's that?"
"Every Adam has his Eve."
Malachi shook his head.
"How old?"

Rupert asked.

"I don't know. Eighteen maybe."

It wasn't much of a lie, Malachi

thought. She had said seventeen. And years didn't have anything to do
with age anyway.
"Too bad," Rupert said, sighing. "Robbing the cradle I guess.
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Though I'm sure that it must be a rather large cradle. Wouldn't you
say, Malachi? Big enough for two?"

Malachi jerked a magazine from the

stack, nearly tipping it over.
"You got a sick mind, Rupert Edwards," Malachi said, striding from
the room with one hand in his pocket to cover up. His other hand held
a magazine rolled up like a club, holding it like he might need to beat
something away. "A sick mind."

After supper that evening, Melvin led them into the meeting room
for the daily prayer meeting.

This night's meeting focused on the

Fourth of July parade coming in two days to Bethany, the suburb in which
the school was located.
"There'll be five thousand people on those streets.

No lie,"

Melvin said. "And we want them to hear the Word. Let no man be left
with excuse on the last day."

Melvin was a broad man, but tall, which

kept him from looking fat. He had finagled some speaking permits from
some friends in city hall. Malachi admired Melvin's style. He had con
vinced church leaders to let him rent that basement when Pentecostals
thought Baptists were mostly back-sliders and Baptists thought speaking
in tongues was as likely from Satan as from God. Melvin was loud, but
he could be smooth as water too, sliding through cracks others couldn't
see.
As the thirteen bowed their heads to pray, Malachi heard shuffling
over his head in the Pentecostal sanctuary.

The Pentecostals had been

having a summer revival that week. Malachi listened as the shuffling
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grew louder and the music started: a piano, drums, a bass guitar.
Rhythm. He tried to concentrate on praying, but the shuffling grew
louder, moving in unison, a slow stamping of feet to the vibrations of
the bass guitar shaking the church. In his mind's eye he saw the Pente
costals swaying to the music, their arms raised and waving like tenta
cles brushed by the unseen movements of deep water.
Malachi looked along the broad sweep of the round table:
closed in concentration, mouths closed in silence.

eyes

The face of Jesus

stared out at him from the wall, blood running down from the thorns,
eyes slit with pain. He watched the face and slowly it changed into
Rachel, smiling, sweat running. He wanted to lick it up, taste the
salt. Heat and sweat. He shook his head, feeling vaguely ashamed.
The singing began like a tuneless hum. Singing in the Spirit.
Using the "gift" as they called it.

The sound pressed down through the

floor, primitive and joyful, without the halting strain of effort,
pressing down into the prayer meeting of the twelve prophets of God, a
chorus of praise raised without written words in a perfect harmony.
Malachi thought of his own words, stammering and piling up with no
way to be pleasing to God.

He wanted what they had. God's tongue.

He

wanted to join in, to sing, to shout, to sway in the rhythm of the
Spirit of God, to dance and sweat naked like David before the glory of
God, without shame.
The singing reached a peak, then, like an Oklahoma wind that
passes, it began to die away, hissing off into a whisper. In the
whisper Malachi heard a voice calling, calling him to something that
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needed "breaking and sifting through.

He gripped his chair hard, his

knuckles turning white with effort.

3

Somehow she had got by that day.

At the park Malachi slid through

the gate and ducked under an oak tree, not wanting to be seen, looking
for a place of darkness.

The verses of evil men loving the darkness

crept into his mind.
"Isn't anything wrong with preaching the Word," he muttered, feel
ing the words slip out like a lie. "Isn't anything wrong with women,
even if she is seventeen." He tried to think back to a time when he was
seventeen, but the age didn't seem to matter. He thought of the stories
he heard about the innocent and carefree young. He couldn't remember a
time he had felt carefree since his father told him that every man was
at war with Satan, innocent since his aunt said he was the man of the
house now. He felt suddenly that he had been cheated of something that
was his, that for no good reason something he couldn't see had made him
be a man before his time, before he had the goodness others had. He set
his box and Bible down, and craned his neck forward, weaving it from
side to side to see through the branches of the trees.

He sucked at his

drink and wet his lips. He was glad he had come, feeling Rachel was
something that had been meant for him.
Children rode bicycles through the park, laughing. He saw Brutus,
barking, chasing down a red frisbee. The frisbee skidded in the grass
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and Brutus bit it, shaking hard, like it might be alive.

Rachel walked

his way. Fear fluttered against his ribs and he pressed back against
the bark, trying to pull the shadows around himself.
She pulled the frisbee out of the dog's mouth, having to jerk and
tug. She faked a throw and the dog bounded off without looking.

Un

trained, Malachi thought. She threw the frisbee towards Malachi's tree.
The disc nestled into the grass just beyond the edge of the shadows,
laying there like a challenge.

Malachi hesitated, feeling suddenly

faint, weak in the knees.
He stepped away from the tree, feeling giddy without the tree and
its shadows, like a man stripped naked for the world to see.

Rachel

grinned at him, her weight resting on one hip, her fingers brushing back
her hair. Malachi waved awkwardly then let the frisbee fly, feeling it
slide away from his big-knuckled hands, hands good for nothing except
looking frightful on a corner box. Wobbling in the air, the frisbee
curved to the ground, rolling on its edge with Brutus in hot pursuit.
He stood his ground.

Rachel slid her feet through the grass and he

imagined he could see the blades catching between her toes, drinking in
her sweat.
"So you found a little time for foolishness," she said.
He hadn't thought this far ahead. He saw himself in a dream: a
gangly preacher, twenty-three years old in a park with a high school
kid, watching sweat run down her neck and into her shirt.
"I . . . I guessed I owed you an apology," Malachi said.
"What for?" she asked, frowning.
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"Nothing," Malachi said hurriedly, trying to think of something
else to say that might make more sense. "Nothing. Besides, I guessed
being a preacher of the Word there must be some reason God brought you
in my path.

I guessed you must be in need of the Word."

"The word?"
"You know, about Jesus," Malachi said.
"Oh, that," she said, taking the Icee drink cup from his hand and
finishing it with one swig that left a red line across her upper lip.
Malachi watched her tongue slide across her upper lip. "Well, come on.
I got my sandals across the way. We could sit there."
expected this either.

Malachi hadn't

He was used to the laughter and the despisement

of faces rolling by behind windows. It made him unsteady.
"Let me get my box," he said, stepping back towards the tree.
"Leave it," she said, grabbing him by the elbow. "Isn't anybody
fool enough to steal an old box." She pulled his arm and he felt him
self being dragged off into something. He glanced back at his box, a
calling from God. His heart beat hard with fear. Denying God.

Taking

up hammers and nails against the flesh of Christ. She quit pulling and
let her hand rest in the pocket of his elbow, lightly against the cloth
of his long sleeved white shirt. He stiffened his arm, and walked like
a stick main, glancing here and there, wondering who might be looking.
They reached a tree with a pair of sandals beneath it. Rachel slid
under the tree.
"Sit," she said, patting the ground beside her.

Malachi glanced

back. His box, a mounded black shadow, looked like a grave under the
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tree.

The narrow field of blistered summer grass a hot yellowy-green

river flowing between.

A river he had crossed.

Bark bit into his back. Warm, wet heat filled the inch of space
between his arm and hers.

Thinking he might be safe if they didn't

touch, he tensed his arm away. His elbow tingled where she had grabbed
him and dragged him along. He breathed steadily so as to feel normal
about everything.
"So," she said. "Tell me about it."
"Jesus is the Word," he said, his vocal cords jerking like they
wanted to shout, like the only way they had gotten used to saying any
thing about the Lord was full volume.,
"I know that," she said laughing. "I watch Oral Roberts sometimes,
just for grins. My boyfriend does this great imitation."

She raised

her arms in the air, shaking her hands. "Now mah childrun.

Back yo'

wallets up against that television set. Let me heal you of that growth.
Let me heeeal you!"

She started giggling. Malachi felt a rock in his

gut when she mentioned a boyfriend.
"It's a disgrace to Christ," he said quietly.
"May be, but he's pretty funny all right."

Rachel said.

"So you have a boyfriend?"
"Mmm," Rachel murmured, nodding. "He's gone for the summer. Work
ing his uncle's ranch in Texas."

She reached over and slid a finger

along Malachi's thigh. "Lucky for you, huh?" He shook his head and
tensed his leg away. She shifted around and sat cross-legged in front
of him, laying a hand on his knee.

Malachi stiffened. He spread his
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big-knuckled hands over the earth, needing to clutch onto something
without anything to clutch onto. He gripped two fistfuls of grass into
his hands.
"So, what made you be a preacher anyway?" she asked, grinning.
Malachi couldn't figure what was behind the smile. She seemed almost
like a child, playing.
"God," he said. Even with her hand on his knee he started to re
lax, thinking that if he knew about anything he knew about his calling.
"Did He just tell you?"
"I've been called out from the beginning. Like Daddy before hie and
his daddy before him. If there is none to preach the Word then how will
they hear?" He repeated the verse, not expecting an answer.
"I don't know," Rachel said seriously. "I expect God would find a
way if he needed to."

Malachi wondered what this sinner could know

about the ways of God. He thought she might be Catholic or Lutheran
since they had the right language without living the truth.

Rachel had

begun tracing a circle across the top of his knee with her index finger.
"You religious?"
"I don't guess so," she said. Not in any regular way. Not like
you."
"God's calling you," Malachi said, his heart jumping. He saw her
hearing the Word from his lips and falling on her knees in repentance.
And then they could rejoice together in being brother and sister in
Christ, part of the same family and one in Him. And then, the Lord
willing . . .
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He shook his head, trying to clear the pictures, trying to remem
ber that he had been thinking about preaching the Word.
"I don't expect I'm called to much of anything," Rachel said.
"God's calling you to himself," Malachi said.
"Mmm. If He's calling, then He's not calling loud enough."

She

had begun running her index finger along the inside of his thigh just
above his knee. Malachi felt his blood running, an erection coming on.
She was still grinning and the grin confused him, like she didn't know
sex was serious and no laughing matter.

Like it was a game.

"You're young," Malachi mumbled, not sure of what to say, feeling
sweaty and confused.
"I'm not that young. Like I told you."
Just then Brutus trotted up with the frisbee wet and slick with
saliva. He dropped the disc in Malachi's lap. Relieved at some dis
traction, Malachi picked up the slimed frisbee between his thumb and in
dex finger and held it at arm's length, grimacing with an exagerrated
flare of his nostrils, his tongue protruding. The girl laughed and
Malachi laughed too, the sound coming out cracked and giggly, like it
wasn't used to being seen in public. Malachi was suddenly happy to be
there with her, seeing something in her that looked like something in
himself, long dead and forgotten. The feeling burst inside like a blade
of grass cracking through the hard red earth of an Oklahoma summer. He
laughed again, out loud.
Rachel smiled and touched his left hand.

The touch shot through

him like a pain, reminding him of something. Her fingers closed over
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his, like she was something that was a part of him now, something like a
name or a calling that couldn't "be gotten rid of even if he tried. He
glanced at his watch, the laughter cutting short.
"Gotta go. Gonna be late for supper," he said, jumping up and
brushing at his clothes to get rid of traces of dirt and trash and
grass.
"What? Wait!"

Rachel called as he trotted out into the sun.

"Gotta go," Malachi said.
"Well, how about tomorrow? There's boat races at the lake."
"Got to preach.

Along the parade route," Malachi said as he walked

backwards, holding his hand out in something like a wave that looked
more like an effort to hold something off.
"On the Fourth of July?"
"Uh huh," he said, nodding vigorously. "Isn't any time off from
the work of God. Isn't any time." Her hands were on her hips. She
stood with her legs slightly spread, planted in the earth.

His heart

raced. He felt a sudden urge to wrestle her to the ground, to give in.
He turned his face to the gate of the park, his body jarring against the
hard earth, his heart beating hard in his chest. He saw his hand
thrusting out before him, his left hand fleshy and alive, burning where
they touched skin to skin.

4

Malachi shuffled into the dining room, his face flushed and a mous
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tache of sweat across his upper lip. Heads turned, and eyes searched
him out like some Judas.
on his arm, his leg.

The trace of Rachel's touch was on his body,

Tingling.

Glancing down at himself, he brushed at

his arm to get rid of dirt he knew must be there, but then stopped,
thinking it might speak like a confession, speak of some sin.
"Sorry I'm late," Malachi said, standing just inside the doorway.
Melvin, mouth full, nodded and waved Malachi to his seat like a priest
offering absolution, fork in hand.

Malachi tried hard to walk normally

and not let on. His legs splayed out a little bow-legged. His shoul
ders slouched self-consciously, just so as to look relaxed. His eyes
ducked. But he still felt whatever he did gave off signs of sin and the
last three steps to his seat he nearly ran to get it over with.
"So what you been up to, Malachi?" Melvin asked.
pectant silence at the table.

There was an ex

Malachi felt panicky.

"Oh, just got carried away with preaching today is all."
"Oh?"
cusation.

The little rise of tone made the question come on as an ac
Malachi wondered suddenly if Melvin had driven by his spot in

the van, as he sometimes did just to check up on the students.

Malachi

had left his spot ten minutes early that day and he felt the gapped time
like an empty space in his soul.
"Yeah, I, uh, I've been talking with some folks too."
"Oh?"
"Yeah."
"Folks?"
The questions came on like knives, cutting him open, laying him out
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for the world to see.

The others ate their tuna casserole in silence,

listening.
"Yeah, folks. Some high school kids."
"How many?"
Malachi shuddered.
"Three."
The words came out with the flat and disinterested tone of the
truth.

What he knew to be himself was slipping off, giving way to some

thing grey and uncertain. He wanted to shout and confess, like it might
clear things up. He wanted to stand up and tell them all that he had
spent the afternoon chasing after the love of the flesh. How sometimes
he quit giving a damn about the Word of God and wanted to spend his days
throwing frisbees, running through sprinklers to feel the cool wetness
against his hot flesh.

Take up the red mud of the earth and smear it on

his body to: make himself different from what he was.
But Malachi pressed his legs together and shuddered at his own
thoughts. He imagined the staring faces, the horror, the ridicule.
Ridicule from those of his own faith and family, joining the great and
horrible rejection of the world that rolled by his box everyday, a
laughter filled with scorn. He thought of home and of the shame.
"Did any receive the truth?"
Malachi shook his head and the interrogation ended, like this was
the one question the whole world aimed at.
"Well, the world will be hard. Hard hearts and hard ears and
closed eyes,"

Melvin said, spooning some tuna casserole into his mouth.
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He sniffed and his nose seemed to flap a little in the air.
felt a flare of anger at his words.
and beautiful.

Malachi

He thought of Rachel. Green eyes

Burning in hell. He wondered who the reverend thought

he was to put her there.
The group began talking about the Fourth of July parade.

Melvin

had assigned Malachi and Rupert the spot in front of the Payne's Office
Supply.
"The center spot needs a good preacher," someone said.
"The noble Malachi," Rupert said, nudging Earl.
Malachi felt too tired to even be angry at anything. He had no
right.

And it didn't seem to matter much anymore that he was the best

preacher of the group. Words got to come from a clean tongue, he
thought. Words got to come from clean lips.

That night a storm blew in. Malachi lay in bed, listening to the
rain pound with a muffled hoof-beat sound, the sound of riders coming.
The air seemed extra hot, like the storm had gathered all the heat of
the day beneath itself and pressed it into the ground.
ed open and a sword of light cut the darkness.

The door crack

Rupert walked in and

kicked off his shoes.
"You ready for tomorrow?" he asked. Malachi groaned, pretending to
be in the stupor of sleep.

"You mind if we use your box?"

Malachi sat up quickly in bed. He saw his box left under the tree
in the rush. His box and his Bible in the darkness, pelted with rain.
Not that the box mattered. But his Bible. He saw the rain dribbling
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off of leaves, running in eddies on the ground, wetting the pages, run
ning the ink. His father's Bible and his grandfather's before that.
Given him by his mother on the day his father was buried. The words of
the pages linked together with what it meant for him to be a man, run
ning together and oozing off the paper and into the earth where they
would be dried by the next day's sun and lost forever.
"Shhhoot!," Malachi said, nearly cussing. He jumped up and fumbled
in the dark for his clothes, knocking Rupert into his bed.
"What? What is it?"
"My Bible. My Bible. I left it in the park today after talking
with Rachel.

Those kids," Malachi said, not sure of how much to cover

up.
"Must've been an absorbing conversation," Rupert said in a tone
Malachi couldn* t interpret as being anything.
"Yeah.

You know.

You know. I get involved."

"Where are you going?"
"To get it. If it isn't ruined already."
"Now?"
"Yes, now.

You think it might do good in the morning?

You cover

for me if Melvin comes snooping around."
"What should I say?"
"How should I know what you say?
you got brains.

Make something up."

You got brains. Everyone knows
The words came out harsh and

Malachi felt half-bad. He felt half-bad too that he'd ask Rupert to
lie, to set foot on the path of deceit that he'd set out for himself the
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past days.

Make him twice as fit for hell as me, Malachi thought.

But

there wasn't time to worry with it now and he grabbed two shoes in the
darkness and slid out the door, looking both ways down the hall to make
sure no one was watching.
In the bathroom he saw that he had picked up the wrong shoes, one
of Rupert's and one of his own. Not wanting to waste more time, he
pressed his feet into the shoes, Rupert's being one size too small, and
took off running from the side door of the bathroom leading to a back
stairway.

Malachi limped up to the gate of the park, his left foot blistered.
An iron fence with metal spikes along the top closed in the park, locked
every night with a heavy metal chain to keep out vagrants.

A single

street light burned a blue' hole in the night. Rain stung his face.
Gripping the wet metal, he hoisted himself up. The top half of his
body leaned over into the park and the bottom half quivered and kicked
and squirmed over the street. Malachi shoved up for a minute, more, but
couldn't get his balance. His fingers slipped. His arms started going
weak and he didn't think he could hold up much longer.

The black spikes

stabbed up at him like rotten teeth and he saw the headlines in the
paper: PREACHER IMPALED IN PARK. It would make a strange story: a
preacher with unmatched shoes, dangling from a fence, a stake through
his heart and an old Bible and a box inside. He giggled.

As if the

earth was drawing him down, he inched closer to the spikes. He laughed
giddily, terrified, but laughing and unable to stop, feeling like Jacob
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wrestling with God himself and showing he was a man.
Then one of the spikes grazed the softness just beneath his sternum
and there was a limit to being a man.
"Oh Jesus.

Oh Jesus," he grunted.

With that prayer said through grit teeth, Malachi heaved up again,
giving himself an extra inch or so of space. He swung his right leg up
and onto the fence where it caught between two spikes.

With that lever

age he slid over the top, the spikes grazing his arm and legs as he went
over. His right ankle wrenched as it came away from the fence. In slow
motion he fell into blackness, landing hard on his back, gasping for
breath.
He stumbled up and over to the tree and found his box, lying where
he had left it, but turned bottom up with his Bible closed beneath.

A

sliver of paper sack stuck out from the front cover. Squinting in the
light from the street lamp, Malachi read.
"Hey, Preacherman, I guessed I had better leave this here so you
would know where to find it. I liked the first part. I've read that
before somewhere. Good luck tomorrow. See you around.

Rachel."

Malachi folded the paper and stuck it carefully in his Bible. He
sat on his box, his head sunk between his knees. Beneath the tree the
ground was dry, though an occasional drop of rain fell on Malachi's
neck. He raised his head. The clouds broke in the west.

Malachi knew

he had felt called to something all his life, but now the words weren't
clear, the words he had known since childhood swirling and mixing with
the words of a seventeen year old child, mixing like they made a new
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language he had never "bothered to learn. He thought about the Pentecostals and their revival. He slid his tongue along his teeth, rolling
it in his mouth, moaning, shaping words.
The words came out like the babblings of an infant and Malachi felt
vaguely embarrassed, glancing over his shoulder into the empty park.
Quivering, on the brink of something that might be Satan and might
be the Lord, that no man could know except to do it with ignorance and
the belief that God was God, Malachi took a breath, staring out into the
shadowy emptiness of the park where life had been only a few hours be
fore, his chest swelling into the shape of a need.

Malachi howled,

howled until he felt as if his vocal cords might rip up and tear away.
The sound filled the emptiness and faded into the gentle wave of
the trees.

Malachi sat on his box, waiting and watching.

Listening.

5

The next morning outside the Payne's Office Supply people had begun
clotting together in groups of four and five behind the red and white,
and blue streamers that cordoned off the parade route. American flags
sprouted from the trunk of every light pole in sight.
"You ready?"

Rupert asked.

"Let's wait. Not many folks yet," Malachi said, in no big hurry.
They sat back to back on the box.

Malachi watched people turn their

faces away, embarrassed.
"You know, Malachi, you shouldn't have asked me to lie like you
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did."

Rupert's voice came as barely more than a whisper from the back

of Malachi's head. "Why'd you need to lie anyway? Isn't a sin to for
get your Bible.

Melvin never said that."

Malachi looked down at the

book cradled in his hands. He rolled it, squeezing, like the pressure
might silence something.
"I guess it's my life," he said, feeling cut off and tired.
body ached.

His

An angry red scratch curved along his forearm, tracing out

his wrestling the night before.
As he was fingering the scar on his arm, a dog nuzzled into his
crotch. "Git!" he shouted, pushing it away.

Rachel smiled down at him.

He struggled to his feet, glancing around, feeling caught. She wore a
tube top that seemed on the verge of not holding anything in. Tanned
bare arms.

A thin bikini line of white flesh across the shoulder seem

ed to glow against her dark bare shoulder.
"What are you doing here?" he asked, wiping at his mouth with his
sleeve, nervously. Rupert stood beside him.
"I guess I'm here to see a parade like anyone else. Is that
legal?"
Malachi wiped at his motith again.
"Yeah, I guess that's legal."
Rupert looked back and forth from Malachi to Rachel.

Rachel grin

ned at him and swung her foot out in a little arc. Malachi wondered
suddenly if she did it with every man she ever met, sliding her leg out
like temptation. It bothered him that somehow Rachel might class him
with someone else, especially Rupert. He glowered at the two of them.
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In the distance a "band "began playing.
"You ready?" Malachi asked, shoving Rupert towards the box, trying
to get him away and doing something else.

Rupert was laughing. He

leaned down from the box, whispering.
"I must say, Malachi," he said, affecting his English accent, "it
would be an awfully large cradle, don't you think." Malachi turned on
his heel, leaving Rupert with his nasty snicker.
"In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth! But Adam
fell into the slime and degradation of sin!
on your souls!"

And that sin is a blackness

Rupert's words screeched out over the crowd, his

preaching voice a little high-pitched and nasal. Good for nothing,
Malachi thought.

But the words unsettled him.

Rachel poked a finger

into his side.
"Hey, preacherman," she said, grinning. Malachi smiled hesitantly,
like a man smiling at an errant cousin, the black spot the family could
never feel comfortable with at Thanksgiving dinner. The dark part of
himself coming into the light.

She slid her hand along Malachi's waist

and hooked a finger into a belt loop of his jeans. She tugged his hip
into her side.
As Rupert preached, a space opened around the group.

The small

crowd that had gathered thinned and edged away from the box until he and
Rachel and the dog were the only living beings within twenty feet.
Malachi tried to edge his hip away from Rachel, but she kept tugging at
him. The parade began to edge its way past their spot.
throat clear behind him.

Malachi heard a
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He turned and caught the shape in the corner of his eye:

a human

shape in the enqpty circle, a shape that came on like an angel of judge
ment or something else from the next world. His belly sinking, Malachi
tried to turn, but Rachel's finger caught him, letting him get just far
enough to see the Reverend Maxtin standing there like a thick column,
his legs slightly spread and planted in the pavement, his arms crossed,
looking firm and solid and in the right. Malachi jerked Rachel's hand
away and whirled around.
"Hello, Malachi," the reverend said, standing his ground. Malachi
was without words, like a thief caught with the goods. He felt a little
shrunken and small under the reverend's gaze.

The reverend had a look

that could do that.
"Who's this?" the reverend asked, nodding at Rachel.
"Reverend, this is Rachel, one of the uh kids I was with yesterday.
She's come to hear the Word."
"Hello, Rachel. That's a good Bible name." Rachel said hello and
said she had thought her name was in the Bible but didn't really know
where.
"I guess Malachi will have to show you.

When he gets done with the

Lord's business first," the reverend said.
"Malachi told me all about Jesus yesterday," Rachel said, smilling,
swinging out her leg again. Malachi nearly groaned. She almost looked
naked standing there, and Malachi wished she had had the sense to wear
more clothes. "He's a sweetheart," she said. Malachi quailed. He
smiled at her weakly. He looked up at the reverend, the weak smile
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still on his lips, a thin crack in the guilt of his face.
"You best be concentrating on the Lord's business, Malachi," the
reverend said. "There's souls on every side going straight to hell.
Isn't any time for foolishness when God calls you to preach the Word."
The words came out of the preacher's mouth with the flat straight line
of the truth, the same tone Malachi had heard in his own voice the day
before. But his own words had been a lie, and Malachi wondered if the
reverend's words couldn't be a lie too, wondered if maybe the truth was
something different or something more than a straight line and a flat
tone in the mouth.

The reverend and his lies. Malachi saw the three of

them there together, in hell.

The reverend for his lies, himself for

his own, and Rachel for whatever sins she might have. The brotherhood
of sinners.

Burning in hell and crying out for the mercy of God.

He looked out over the crowd, their laughter and their shouts turning
into screams of sinners, his own voice joining with theirs.

He felt

vaguely confused, suddenly not alone and called out to be different and
special.
He almost didn't notice Rupert pushing him towards the box.
"You go," he said. "I got to rest."

Malachi tried to speak.

All the old words about sin came to mind,

but didn't seem to quite fit anymore.

Moments dragged past and he felt

like a spectator, a little child atop a box straining to see.

A block

down a band played "I'm a Yankee Doodle Dandy." He opened his Bible,
thinking that might be a good place to start.
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"In the "beginning was the Word," he began. He could barely hear
his own voice.

Rupert nudged him in the leg. "You're going to have to

speak up, Malachi. Isn't anybody going to hear you at this rate."
Malachi nodded and cleared his throat.
"In the beginning was the Word," he began again, using his preach
ing voice, a deep barking sound. "And the Word was with God, and the
Word was God." His voice began to fade and he skipped some verses.
Rupert nudged him in the leg again.

He wasn't used to reading.

"The true light that enlightens every man was coming into the
world. He was in the world, and the world was made through him, yet the
world knew him not. He came to his own home, and his own people re
ceived him not." Malachi's voice faltered to a whisper here.
"But to all who received him, who believed in his name, he gave
power to become children of God: who were born, not of blood nor of the
will of the flesh nor of the will of man, but of God."
hand carrying the Bible drop.

Malachi let his

Born not of the will of man but of God.

Malachi wondered if any one thing he had ever done had been born of God,
of anything besides himself. He wondered, even though he had prayed the
prayer at the age of seven, whether he had ever really been born again.
He looked out over the crowd.

Rupert was nudging his leg. He saw

again the vision of the crowd and himself and Rupert and Melvin and
Rachel burning together, being burned up into death, shouting and
screaming out as all the goodness of the world marched by.

He remem

bered the face of Jesus, in agony, in pain, blood dripping like thick
ened sweat and tears. He suddenly realized that it had been he, Malachi
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Jones, him all along who killed the Lord, who took up sin like nails and
hammer and drove them home with a grim smile, a grim gladness that he
was the Jesus killer. He looked down at Rachel, her hand gripping the
leash of the dog like a blind woman.
"We're all sinners," he blurted out. "We're all sinners, all of
us." His voice rose, bursting out with new feeling. "Hey! Hey!" he
yelled. Heads started to turn. "We're all sinners. All of us."
Malachi heard a few snickers from the crowd. "We're all sinners!" he
shouted again, emphasizing different syllables, like the phrase was a
gem he had found, turning it different ways in the sun so the light
could catch every angle, so every color could explode.

He began to feel

light and full of wonder. "We're all sinners! We're all sinners!"
With a whoop, he leaped up and did a pirouette in the air, landing
heavily atop the box, facing the sidewalk. He heard the wood crack and
begin to sag beneath his feet.

Rupert was backing away, his eyes wide

and blinking, a plastic smile on his face, nodding at the crowd.
"We're all sinners, Rupert. Goddamn it, we're all sinners!" The
dog had begun barking. Malachi saw Melvin pounding his way, his big
bulk taking on a full head of steam.

Malachi jumped from his box and

strode to meet him, full of a new kind of certainty and a new kind of
life, barely noticing the heads of the crowd turning to follow him.

He

met Melvin head on, grabbing his arm and jarring him to a stop.
"Melvin . . . Melvin," he said, gasping, shaking his arm. "Melvin,
we're all sinners.

You know?

You know? We're all sinners."

The reverend knocked his arm away, glaring.
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"What's got in you, Malachi? Get a hold of yourself and stop act
ing ignorant."

Malachi looked at him blankly. Somehow he hadn't heard,

he hadn't understood. He reached up and grabbed Melvin by the lapels of
his powder blue sport coat, shaking, feeling angry.
"But Melvin. We're all sinners. Can't you hear? It's easy.
We're all sinners!"
thick and meaty.

The preacher's hands were against Malachi's chest,

Malachi felt the pressure against his chest, lifting,

shoving him away, the reverend's arms working like two pistons in an
angry machine.

Malachi stumbled backwards, smacking hard, against the

solid red brick wall of the Payne's Office Supply, losing his breath in
a rush.
The reverend brushed at his arms, straightened his lapels, like a
man trying to get rid of some dirt.
"Malachi, you get on back to the school till you get some sense."
Malachi's jaw worked.

He couldn't seem to breath. He saw Rachel hold

ing back Brutus, her eyes wide, the dog still barking.
"No." He said it quietly, almost a whisper. The reverend's face
seemed to flush redder than before.
"I said you get on back to the school."
"No," Malachi said quietly. He stepped away from the wall, looking
Melvin in the eye.

The wings of Melvin's nose were flapping, sucking in

air.
"Melvin," Malachi said. "Melvin, it's me that killed Jesus. You
and me together.

You held the arm and I drove the nails clean through."

The reverends' face was a blank, flat and uncomprehending. For the
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first time Malachi saw the man as something more like a "brother than a
boss, someone to pity and love like he pitied and loved himself. He
turned and walked to Rachel, grabbing her hand, lacing his fingers with
hers. "I'm walking her home," he said. "I'll be back."
"You best get on back to the school," Melvin said. "We got
prayer."

Malachi nodded.

"I'll be late." Melvin looked at him, then, with what seemed more
like a twitch than anything, he nodded once, twice.

On the far side of old Bethany, a place where the houses were old
and looked it no matter how much work a person put in, they stopped at a
wooden frame house painted what might have been forest green, long since
faded.

Rachel unleashed the dog and pulled on Malachi's arm.

"Gome on," she said. "You can meet Myrna."
"Myrna?"
"That's Mom."
Malachi had never been in a world where a child called her parents
by the first name. Inside a fan worked sluggishly, stirring dead, hot
air from one part of the room to another.

Rachel lead him into the

kitchen.
"Myrna, this is Malachi."
The woman at the sink dried her hands slowly against her polyester
pants.

Extending her hand, she walked Malachi's way.

"Myrna Keen," she said, her voice barely more than a whisper.
hand was thin and bony, the flesh damp and soft from the dishwater.

The
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Malachi let her pull it away. "Rachel tells me you're a preacher."
"Yes, Maam."
"Rachel's daddy and I got married in a church," she said.

There

was a trace of pride in her voice that Malachi had heard in the voices
of others.

A trace that said even if they weren't church-goers, Christ

ians had no call to think of them as common. Her face was old and wore
a thin smile, something like Rachel's smile, but weak and desperate and
not able to make anything young again.
"Then after we called it off, he got married in a church again.
Two months later. I never got married again."

Her chin raised a

little, like she wanted Malachi to know she knew his rules.
"Rachel and me have been on our own for ten years now. Isn't that
right, Rachel?" Rachel nodded. It was hard for Malachi to think of
them as mother and child.

They seemed more like friends together in

something. His own parents seemed far away and abstract like the names
Mother and Father.
"Malachi walked me home," Rachel said.
"That was nice of you, Reverend," the older woman said.
"Call me Malachi," he said.
"You a little old for Rachel?" she asked. He looked from Rachel to
the older woman, tempted to deny, to lie that there was ever the consid
eration, to say all he thought of was just being friends.

The eyes of

both women were on him and could see the thought of his head, smell out
the desire of his body. He felt vaguely ashamed. Women suddenly seemed
far more civilized and forgiving and God-like than he had ever been.
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"It might be," he said at last.

The older woman nodded, seeming

satisfied that he had at least thought about it. Rachel seemed to be
pressing back a smile.
"Gome on," she said, grabbing his arm and pulling. "I'll show you
the back."
The two walked into the sunlight, into a backyard burned brown by
the unforgiving Oklahoma sun. A dirt plot twelve feet square was in the
far corner.

A wheelbarrow full of plants sat in the shade of the

house's overhang.
"That's our garden," Rachel said, motioning toward the plot. "We've
been meaning to plant those tomatoes for a month now. It'll be a good
day's work. Hard to find time."

Malachi looked at the plants in the

wheelbarrow, a little scraggly and yellow, getting too big for their
planters.
"Those plants*11 die if you leave them like that," he said.
Rachel nodded.
"I could do it. We could do it right now."
Rachel shook her head. "No time.

Besides, from the looks of

things, you're not exactly the outdoors type," she said grinning.
Malachi flushed.
"I could at least break up the ground a little. If you got to it
tomorrow."

Rachel shrugged.

"It's your poison," she said, getting up. "I'll get a hoe. The
shovel's there against the fence," she said.
After Rachel left, Malachi hesitated, then began unbuttoning his
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shirt. From the forearms down his flesh was burned a deep reddish
brown. His torso looked pale and weak in the light. He took up the
spade and commenced digging.
The ground was hard and dry, baked firm despite the night's rain.
Flying dirt covered him, muddying on the sweat of his arms and chest,
caking and drying till it looked like an old skin, splitting and ready
to peel away.

As he dug, Rachel hoed behind him, taking the lumps of

dirt and breaking them up, smoothing them out. An hour later he turned
the last bit of dirt and leaned against his spade, watching Rachel hoe.
He breathed heavily, his breath warm, his mouth a little dry. His
back ached.

A little blister had formed on the fold of skin between his

right thumb and forefinger. When Rachel finished hoeing she took a
stance before him, leaning against her hoe.
"We both look like niggers," she said laughing. Malachi smiled.
She stretched her arm out towards him, the index finger extended. She
pressed it hard into his flesh, then ran it down slowly, drawing a line
in the dirt of his chest and belly, stopping at his navel. She reached
out again and pressed the finger into his right nipple.
ed steadily.

Malachi breath

She etched a line across his chest, stopping at the left

nipple, pressing her finger in like she was putting a period to a sen
tence.
"So, preacherman, you too old for me," she said, smiling, almost
laughing. Malachi shrugged and smiled too. "Mom's just weird that way.
She'll say anything right out."

Rachel put her hands on her hips and

mimicked her mother's soft voice. "You a little old for Rachel?"
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"I might "be," Malachi said, looking away. Rachel drew in the dirt
with her toe.
"Mmm," she murmured. "Anyway, Rick gets home in a month and a
half. I figure he'd tan your hide and mine "both."
"He probably could too," Malachi said, not really feeling bad about
it. "But there's other things. Other . . . things." He thought about
being a preacher of the Word and the school. He thought about words
like duty and service, but these weren't the other things. It was some
thing else, something he had thought of on his box that day.
again.

To be born

Really born again and made new by the will of God and not the

will of his flesh, of his own effort.

To be born again and know it so

as to touch the world without hatred.

Rachel nodded, like she knew

without words.
"Hey, preacherman ..."
"Gall me Malachi," he interrupted. "It's my name."
"Sorry . . . Malachi . . . You'll be around?"
"I've got two months yet at the school. I guess I'll go back to
Texas then, or somewhere else.

The Lord's work." Rachel nodded,

smiling, like it was expected.

Malachi felt the soft and human thing

that had been growing in him past the hard and brittle earth of a
sinner's soul. He leaned down to kiss her on the forehead.
She grabbed him around the neck, pulling his lips to hers. He
felt the softness and the sweat, and then her tongue pushing into his
mouth, running across his teeth and up across his palate, like it was
wiping something clean.

Malachi let her kiss him and kissed back
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softly, he pulled away, his lips and mouth tingling.
"I'll come hear you preach," she said.
away, then stepped back.

Malachi nodded and stepped

He handed her his Bible, 63 years old with

yellowed pages.
"Here, read this.

You can give it back later. I can get another."

Rachel took the Bible and he kissed her again, this time on the fore
head, tasting salt.

Then, with a step, he was running out of the yard

and onto the street, the street of a town crumbling around its founda
tions.

The tingling began to burn, like he had been touched on the lips

with a coal, touched so as to purify, burned so as to be made whole.
Dogs in the neighborhood barked. An old man, balding, looked up from
his yard, a garden trowel in hand. A woman peered out at him from a
picture window.

A child rode by on a bicycle. He felt suddenly as if

the whole world were witnessing a great act of God. A man half-naked, a
cross carved in his chest, running for his life. The burning spread
from his lips to his body, the tongues of flame licking and flicking
with a heat that seemed to take his heart and tickle. He laughed.
Laughter shot from his soul and into his mouth, into the crumbling world
like fire that could make things new and young again. He ran. He ran,
not sure of where he was going or what time he might get there, knowing
only vaguely that he was running, running on to tell all the children of
the world about the grace and the glory, the calling of God that burns
like a hot coal and rings like laughter.

